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About the Book

London 1954: When Estella is abandoned by her lawyer husband, James, her life of luxury crumbles. Not only had he left his job and frittered away their savings, James was cheating on Estella. With her cousin Davinia. But the family secrets don’t end there.

Heartbroken, Estella turns her back on England. Her distant uncle Charlie beckons her to Australia, where she accepts a new position--village veterinarian. She had studied veterinary medicine, but she’d never had a real job. As Estella sets off for the outback, she carries secrets of her own: she is pregnant with James’ baby.

Day one in the bush brings the young Londoner to tears. Kangaroo Crossing, population thirteen, was not what Estella had expected. Sweltering. Dusty. Fly-infested. From the gruff propeller plane pilot to the perpetually drunken town doctor, the locals eye the newcomer with suspicion.

After a series of harrowing events, Estella strives to prove herself capable of the job. Just as the villagers of Kangaroo Crossing start to accept Estella—and a romance starts to blossom—her past catches up with her. She’s been hiding things from them.

Back in England, James has gotten wind of the baby. His new wife, Davinia, can’t have children … but her lavish inheritance depends on an heir. James will stop at nothing to get what is his. Can Estella save her baby—and herself—from the wild Australian bush? Will she ever learn to love again?
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CHAPTER 1

London, England — July, 1954

“Sorry to keep you waiting, Estella,” Dr. Blake said, coming back into his office. “The test took a little longer than usual. My new nurse gets flustered at the drop of a hat, and she can hardly stand the sight of blood. I don’t know what I’m going to do with her ….” He rolled his eyes.

“Please. Tell me the results.”

Alfred Blake could see that Estella was anxious, so he gave her the news without further ado. “Your suspicions were correct. You are indeed pregnant. Congratulations!”

Much to his surprise, Estella looked anything but pleased as she dropped her head. She was sitting on the edge of her seat on the far side of his untidy desk, with her hands fidgeting nervously in her lap. When she looked up again, he saw her big green eyes fill with tears that spilled and ran down her pale cheeks. “I don’t know that congratulations are in order, Dr. Blake.”

Estella’s family had been seeing Dr. Blake long before Estella had been born. In fact, he’d delivered her, and it broke his heart to see her so unhappy at a time when she should be overjoyed.

“What is it, dear? Don’t you want a baby?”

She nodded, then shook her head, and then nodded again, baffling him.

“I’m sorry I’m so emotional, Dr. Blake. I don’t know what’s the matter with me. I’m normally calm and rational, but I find myself crying at the slightest thing and contradicting everything poor James says.”

The doctor came around to Estella’s side of the desk and took her hand, patting it as he had done all her life. “That’s quite common under the circumstances. Your body is going through dramatic changes.”

“Am I going to be like this for the entire pregnancy?”

“No. Your emotions will settle, but don’t be alarmed if you’re forgetful. That’s also quite normal. Have you been suffering morning sickness?”

“I feel queasy sometimes, but it happens at odd hours.”

“Morning sickness doesn’t always occur in the morning. It can happen in the afternoon or at night, and your tastes might change. You could suddenly find you can’t stand the smell of foods that you once loved, or you might crave things you never liked.”

“Oh, dear, being pregnant sounds dreadful.” She began to cry again.

“Believe it or not, Estella, it’s going to be wonderful.”

Estella sniffed loudly. “I studied biology, anatomy, and physiology at university. You’d think I’d know all about the changes the body goes through when gestating.”

Dr. Blake laughed. Perching himself on the corner of his desk, he said, “You were studying to become a veterinarian, so I’m sure you were thinking in terms of cats and cows, not people. Your emotions are a little more complicated than those of an animal.” He frowned. “Are you worried about how James will react to the prospect of being a father?”

Estella nodded, and tears filled her eyes again. “He’s not ready for this.”

“Ready or not, it can’t be avoided now. But you mustn’t upset yourself. It’s not good for you or the baby. And stop worrying about James. I’m sure he’ll be thrilled once he gets used to the idea.” He handed her a clean handkerchief.

“I’m not so certain,” she sobbed. “Whenever I’ve brought up the idea, he’s been less than willing to discuss it.”

“You have a happy marriage, don’t you, Estella?”

“Yes, but James is still very much a boy at heart.” She glanced up at Dr. Blake almost apologetically.

He smiled kindly, his blue eyes twinkling at her. “I’m afraid that’s not likely to change until he has some real responsibility. It’s been just the two of you for almost a year. He’s had no real reason to grow up. I’m sure his solicitor’s practise is hard work, but you’ve both enjoyed the freedom to indulge in all that London provides in the way of social occasions.”

“We certainly have, and James loves to socialise. I don’t think he wants to give it up, and I’m equally sure that I couldn’t cope with being a mother and still attend as many parties and balls as we do, even with help at home.”

“My dear, it’s a beautiful day. Why not pack a picnic basket and surprise James at the office? Take him to Hyde Park, and tell him the news. I think you’ll find you’ve been worrying for nothing.”

Estella stood up and tried to pull herself together. “I suppose he has to know sooner or later.”

“How do you feel, Estella? Are you happy to be having your first child?”

Estella put her hand on her tummy and tried to imagine the tiny life growing within her. Slowly, a smile appeared on her pretty face. Arthur Blake loved to see the looks of wonderment on the faces of expectant mothers. Those moments were what made his work so satisfying.

Estella wandered through the glass-roofed promenade of the Burlington Arcade, stopping to admire a lovely tweed suit that caught her eye. The calf-length pencil skirt and fitted hip-length jacket would have suited her willowy figure, but knowing her shape was about to change, she smiled wistfully. She couldn’t help wondering if she was ready for all the changes taking place in her body. Turning, she caught her own reflection in the window. She was wearing a cream-coloured calf-length dress, the full skirt splashed with red roses, and red shoes and a matching broad-brimmed hat. She tried to imagine her tummy distended and her legs and feet swollen. She wondered if James would find her attractive, and again tears filled her eyes. “Oh, for goodness sake,” she muttered, becoming impatient with herself. “James loves me, and he’ll love our child.” Although he could be self-indulgent at times, she was sure he’d be a wonderful role model. Secretly, she hoped they were having a son so that James could play football with him in the park. He’d always been very athletic, especially at university, so she was certain having a son would thrill him.

Estella opened the door to James’s office in a building on Grosvenor Square, and stopped in her tracks. Expecting to see the mousy Miss Frobisher, her husband’s assistant, she was confronted with a woman with wide shoulders, strong arms, and an intimidating expression. The woman looked like she’d be well suited as the matron at St. Bernard’s Asylum in Ealing. Glancing at the mountain of sandwiches and cake on the unfamiliar desk in front of the woman, Estella realised she had disturbed her lunch. “Excuse me. Where’s Ms. Frobisher?”

“Who is Ms. Frobisher?” the woman growled, a bulging sandwich poised in front of her twitching lips.

“My husband’s assistant. Is she ill?”

“I work for Mr. Cook, and you are certainly not his wife.” Estella was given a once-over by a pair of piercing, ice- blue eyes. Normally, she would have been annoyed, but with the way she was feeling at the moment, she only wanted to turn and flee. “I’m Mrs. Lawford. I don’t know a Mr. Cook.”

“And I don’t know a Mr. Lawford.” The icy blue eyes narrowed as the woman put her sandwich down with obvious reluctance, and got up from her chair. She stepped towards Estella with a glint of ominous intent in her eyes, giving her the impression she was about to be unceremoniously tossed out the door. “Are you sure you have the correct office, Mrs. Lawford?” the woman asked with distinct impatience.

“I know my husband’s place of work,” Estella said, glancing at the frosted pane of glass in the door. She was alarmed to see that her husband’s title, James Lawford — Solicitor, was gone. Suddenly, Estella burst into tears. She felt foolish, but she couldn’t help it. How could she not find her husband’s place of work?

Reluctantly, the woman’s face softened. She glanced back at her lunch for a moment as if undecided. Then she turned back to Estella and sighed. “What’s the matter, dear?”

“I don’t know what’s wrong with me,” Estella sobbed. “I just wanted to have a lovely picnic lunch with my husband and tell him we’re expecting our first child. But I can’t even find his office. I’m sorry I’m so emotional ….”

The woman’s demeanour thawed even further as she leaned towards Estella and said, “It’s all right, dear. I was the same with all five of mine. Thankfully, they’re grown up now.”

Estella tried to imagine the woman before her as something other than robust and disciplined, but found it impossible.

“In a couple of weeks you’ll be fine, dear.”

“I hope so. As I am now, I can hardly bear to be around myself.”

A middle-aged gentleman came through the door, shrugging his jacket off his shoulders. “It’s quite warm outside,” he said, turning towards the desk. When he saw Estella crying, his eyes widened, and he glanced at his secretary. “Is something wrong, Edwina?”

“No, Mr. Cook. Mrs. Lawford will be all right in a minute. She’s looking for her husband, and she got the wrong office.”

“I was sure I had the right office,” Estella stated. “This is the Edmund Foley Building, isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“And the number on the door is six, which makes this my husband’s office.”

“We’ve been here for about a month, Mrs. Lawford, is it?”

Estella nodded.

“Ah, then your husband is James Lawford, the solicitor.”

“That’s right.” Estella brightened. She was relieved she wasn’t going mad after all.

“This was his office. I had the office across the hall before moving in here.”

“Oh! Where is my husband, Mr. Cook? Have you swapped offices?”

Mr. Cook looked uncomfortable. “No, Mrs. Lawford. Your husband no longer has an office in the building.”

Estella was taken back. “Are you telling me he relocated his office to another building?”

“I presume so.”

“Why did he move?”

Mr. Cook glanced at his shoes and then back at Estella. “I believe it was an …economic decision.”

“Oh.” Estella thought he meant James had found a bigger, better office. He had been talking about wanting to work in a more modern building. “Do you have any idea where his new office is, Mr. Cook?”

“I’m afraid he left no forwarding address, Mrs. Lawford.” Just several unpaid bills! Mr. Cook could see that Estella was completely bewildered. He glanced at the picnic basket she was holding, and his expression softened. “Perhaps he told you, and it just slipped your mind? I forget things all the time.”

“I can’t believe I’d forget something so important, but then my physician just told me being forgetful is normal for someone in my condition.”

Mr. Cook glanced at Edwina, who whispered, “She’s expecting.”

Estella looked into Mr. Cook’s kindly face and understood that he was trying to save her from embarrassment, but it was too late for that. She’d never felt so humiliated in her whole life. “I feel so silly.” She turned and walked to the door. “I’m sorry to have bothered you.”

“It was no bother, Mrs. Lawford,” Mr. Cook said, following her into the hallway.

“How long ago did you say you took over this office?” Estella asked in a small voice, trying to make sense out of what he’d told her.

Mr. Cook popped his head back in the office to confer with his secretary. “It’s actually been more than a month, hasn’t it, Edwina?”

“Five weeks tomorrow,” Edwina said in a voice muffled by a mouthful of corned beef sandwich.

Thoroughly confused, Estella turned away in a daze.

Out in the bright sunshine, Estella stopped to glance at the entryway of the building, where the inscription Edmund Foley — 1785, was set in stone. She hadn’t doubted Mr. Cook, but she needed to see for herself that she hadn’t made a mistake. Obviously, James had moved offices, but why hadn’t he told her? He left for work every morning at the same time and returned at night between six and seven o’clock, depending on the amount of work he had to do--or claimed he had to do. He was usually exhausted, so after eating dinner, he went straight to bed. Estella didn’t know what to think. Surely, she couldn’t have forgotten something as important as her husband moving office? Then again, she had been unusually tired and forgetful lately, and it wasn’t until today that she understood why. Thinking of the baby, she smiled, but her smile quickly faded. “Oh, no,” she said aloud, realising she wouldn’t be able to tell James about the baby until he came home that evening. She knew she was being ridiculous, but she felt devastated and so alone. Her tumultuous emotions got the better of her, and again her eyes filled with tears.

“Oh, for goodness sake,” she grumbled, impatiently wiping the tears away. “I don’t think I can put up with being a blubbering jellyfish much longer.” She glanced at the picnic basket and decided she’d have lunch alone in the park. At least she’d have the pigeons for company. Then she’d shop for something for the baby. That would lift her spirits.

Estella crossed the street, deep in contemplation about her state of mind and health. She didn’t even hear the driver of an Austin A30 whistling at her, or Big Ben chiming the hour of twelve o’clock. As she approached the Grosvenor Hotel, she was still wondering how she could have forgotten James moving his office, but had to admit that she had been preoccupied ever since she’d suspected she was pregnant. James had even commented on her forgetfulness, but she hadn’t told him she might be pregnant. She’d been too afraid of his reaction.

Suddenly Estella bumped into a heavily pregnant woman. She apologised profusely, and the woman smiled kindly and went on her way, giving Estella a clear view of her husband as he came out of the Grosvenor Hotel and hailed a cab. She was confused by his slightly ruffled appearance and presence at the hotel, when her cousin, Davinia, joined him at the curb. “Oh!” Estella said to herself. “James must have run into Davinia.” It was obviously a coincidence, as he hadn’t mentioned an appointment with her cousin--or had he? She immediately sympathised with him, as Davinia could be quite melodramatic, although men didn’t seem to notice. She’d always been a needy woman, but since losing her third husband, even the most patient and understanding person soon tired of her. She’d latch onto anyone in the pretence of needing advice or assistance, when in reality she was about as helpless as a barracuda. Estella knew James would be easy prey because he was so gallant. He’d always been popular with women, attentive and suave, and women found him charming, but Estella was confident that he was completely devoted. She continued on towards them, warmed by the notion that she’d never had any reason to be jealous, when suddenly James took Davinia in his arms.

Estella stopped and gaped in astonishment as her husband gave her cousin a lingering, passionate kiss on the mouth in full view of the lunchtime crowd on Grosvenor Square. She went faint with humiliation as she witnessed the intimate exchange of ardent glances, and the possessive way James held Davinia close and tenderly caressed her cheek with the back of his hand. It was obvious they were completely unaware of passers-by, whispering and staring, and certainly of Estella, not more than twenty feet away. They were locked in their own world, one Estella had believed with all her heart that she had the exclusive rights to.

Estella’s heart was thudding painfully as she watched Davinia climb into a cab and smile at James lovingly through the rear window, her coiffure of blond hair framing her traitorous face. Tears welled in Estella’s eyes as James stood on the pavement watching the cab make its way into the stream of London traffic, as if he couldn’t bear to tear himself away. Estella wanted to turn and flee, but her legs felt like lead weights. Even more, she wanted to wipe the last few moments from her mind forever and go back to a time before she was aware of her husband’s betrayal. She thought of the baby, and her heart almost broke, the agony indescribable. “How could you, James?” she whispered, becoming furious that he would openly display affection for another woman in public. Her hand went to her tummy as tears streamed down her face. She whispered, “Why? I need you, now more than ever.” Her despair suddenly turned to anger.

Wearing the look of a man satiated with love, James watched Davinia’s cab pull out behind a red double-decker bus and follow the traffic towards Park Lane. Estella approached him and silently stood next to him, shaking with fury. When he realised someone was beside him, James turned. “Estella!” The colour drained from his face, and Estella read his mind. He knew from the expression on her face that she had witnessed his touching farewell with his lover.

“So you remember me--Estella Lawford--your wife of less than a year.” She faced him squarely. “I can’t claim to be long-suffering, since until a moment ago I had no idea my beloved husband was publicly carrying on an affair with my superficial, bird-brained cousin, whose husband is not yet cold in his grave.” Much to James’s alarm, Estella’s voice had risen to a pitch that was attracting the attention of other hotel guests awaiting cabs. He tried to take her arm and move her away, but she wouldn’t budge. “Can we go somewhere and talk about this like civilised people, Estella?”

“A moment ago you didn’t have a problem with your affair being so public. How could you humiliate me like this? I’ve just been to your office, and I looked like a damned fool when I found out you no longer worked there, that you haven’t worked there for nearly five weeks.”

Embarrassed and guilty, James dropped his gaze to the ground. “I was going to tell you …”.

“Oh, really? And here I was chastising myself because I’d forgotten. Were you also going to tell me about your affair with my cousin?”

“Estella, please keep your voice down,” James hissed. “Why should I?”

“Let’s go home and talk.”

“Don’t tell me there’s more. I would have thought ….” Estella tried to stifle the sob rising in her throat, threatening to choke her. She was dismayed that she had no control over her emotions. She didn’t want to fall to pieces in front of James, not after seeing him with her cousin. She had too much pride for that. Suddenly she noticed a gaudy coloured lipstick smudge on the corner of his mouth. It was something small, but significant enough to make his affair all the more real. She became so enraged that she slapped James across the face. “Couldn’t you keep your passionate kisses and tender embraces in the hotel room? Did you have to bring your shame out onto the street?”

Estella turned away, blinded by tears and hardly able to catch her breath. It wasn’t a moment too soon for the humiliated James, who had noticed some of their society friends on the other side of the square.

James followed Estella, taking her by the elbow when she stumbled into someone coming from the opposite direction. She shrugged him off and turned to glare at him. “Don’t touch me,” she shrieked, attracting more attention. “Don’t ever touch me again.”

Estella went on, and James thought it best to keep a discreet distance. He knew he was being cowardly, but as a solicitor, even one temporarily out of work, his reputation of integrity was of the utmost importance.

James watched his wife enter Hyde Park as he followed her. He was concerned for her state of mind, but knew Estella was normally a level-headed woman. He was fairly confident that she wouldn’t do something as foolish as throwing herself into The Serpentine--at least he hoped not, as he didn’t want to fish her out of the lake wearing one of his best suits. He had it in his mind that he must settle things once and for all. He certainly couldn’t go on in the manner he had been, not if he didn’t want white hair before he was thirty.

Upon entering the park in the northeast corner, near Marble Arch, Estella felt like vomiting. She didn’t know whether it was morning sickness or the fact that her husband was having an affair with her cousin, but it hardly mattered. All she could think about was protecting the baby. She walked along a path in a southerly direction towards the statue of Achilles, stopping to hand a homeless vagrant the hamper she’d put together with so much care. When the elderly man glanced into the hamper, and Estella saw the look of delight on his grubby face, the irony hit home. His reaction was what she’d been hoping for from her husband when she surprised him with a picnic lunch and the news of her pregnancy.

Estella found a bench facing the lake and sat down, forcing herself to take deep, steadying breaths. For the sake of the baby, she tried to calm herself. She kept reminding herself that the baby was the most important thing in her life. She’d walked quickly, and her heart was racing, but the worst of her anger had abated from the sheer physical exertion, putting her in a state of numbness. She hadn’t realised how badly her legs were shaking until she sat down, and they seemed to turn to jelly. The sun was warm, but she was shivering and wrapped her arms about herself.

“Estella,” James said sheepishly from behind her. “I know you are in shock, but we must talk.” He placed his jacket around her shoulders.

For a moment Estella glared at him, and his heart almost broke at the betrayed expression in her vivid green eyes. He could admit he was selfish, but he wasn’t completely heartless.

“Talk! I should divorce you,” Estella said, her heart racing again while fresh tears flowed down her cheeks.

James sat down on the far end of the bench. His distance made him seem cold and unfeeling, and it hurt Estella even more. When he held out his handkerchief for her, she took it, thinking how young he looked for a man of twenty-eight years. He was certainly behaving like an adolescent boy caught doing something naughty, instead of a man who had committed adultery. She was in no mood to appreciate the fact that he was still the most handsome man she knew.

“A divorce would be best,” he said quietly, raking long fingers through his dark hair.

Estella was flabbergasted. She couldn’t believe he wasn’t even going to fight to save their marriage. Would he feel any different if he knew about the baby? But she was certain she didn’t want him to stay with her out of a sense of obligation. “I’ll see a lawyer first thing in the morning,” she said, hoping to shock him to his senses, or at least make him remorseful and despairing at the prospect of losing her.

“That would just be a formality,” James said, startling Estella even more.

“What’s going on, James? Surely you don’t …you couldn’t love Davinia. She’s family, so I’m obliged to care for her, but the woman is as dizzy as a carousel and, frankly, quite neurotic. She’s also almost ten years older than you.”

“The age difference isn’t important to us,” James said defensively.

“Us!” Estella said, aghast, her hand fluttering up to her chest. “You and Davinia are an us?” She shook her head in dismay. Fooling around with her cousin was bad enough, but to think that James actually had real feelings for her tore Estella’s heart out. “Do I have to remind you that Warwick was her third husband, and I’m sure he’d have divorced her by now if he hadn’t died of heart failure before he had the chance.” Her first two husbands had been elderly, so their demise hadn’t been a shock, but Warwick had only been in his late forties. It seemed Davinia had a knack for picking wealthy husbands with weak hearts. If all James was saying was true, he didn’t fit the mould.

“He left Davinia a very rich woman,” James said quietly.

“He may have, but,” James turned to look at her, and suddenly Estella noticed the cold, almost calculating look in his blue eyes. She’d never seen it before, and her eyes widened when she realised just what he was implying.

“I’m broke, Estella,” he said, as if reading her mind.

Her mouth dropped open. That was the last thing she had been expecting him to say, but she was certain it couldn’t be right. She wondered what he was up to.

“I can see you don’t believe me, but it’s true. We have no money, so if you are thinking of retaining an expensive lawyer, it will only end up putting us in more debt, and God knows we’ve got enough of that.”

“You can’t expect me to believe that! You work such long hours, and your practise is successful.”

“Why do you think I moved out of the Edmund Foley Building?”

“I thought you wanted a bigger, better office …” James flushed. “It was because I couldn’t afford the exorbitant rent on the office I had. And I certainly don’t make enough to keep a house in Mayfair and live the life we do. Entertaining rich friends is costly.”

“Then why didn’t you say something a long time ago? I don’t need to live like the Wexford-Smiths or the Wynstan-Powers. I’d be just as happy with a simple life.”

“I need to live like that, Estella.” James dropped his head and looked sheepish again. “I could have the kind of life I want with Davinia.”

Estella stared at her husband, wondering how she could have been married to a man for nearly a year, when she didn’t know him at all. “Are you telling me you want a divorce, so that you can marry her?” Estella was sure James would say no. The very idea was madness.

“Yes, it’s best.”

Estella gasped. “Best for whom? I love you, James. My God, we’ve been discussing having a baby.” It was on the tip of her tongue to say they were having a baby.

“You’ve been discussing it, Estella. A child wouldn’t fit into the life I want. You know I’ve been careful.”

Estella was dumbfounded, and fresh tears filled her eyes. She couldn’t believe James didn’t want the baby she was carrying. She wanted to shout, “You weren’t careful enough!” Her protective instincts were aroused, and her hand went to her tummy. “Why did you marry me, James?”

“I loved you, Estella.”

“Loved me!”

“I still do, but not enough to live like a pauper. You know I enjoy society parties. It’s where I make contacts for work. I’m sorry, but that’s who I am, and Davinia knows all the right people.”

Estella couldn’t follow his logic. Nothing he was saying made sense. He was still her husband and the father of the baby she was carrying, even if he didn’t want either of them.

“If we were struggling, why didn’t you tell me? You didn’t have to sell your soul to the likes of Davinia. I could have worked. Have you forgotten I’m a qualified veterinarian?” She hadn’t practised a day since getting her degree at the University of Edinburgh, but that was because James hadn’t wanted her to.

“You wouldn’t earn enough to make a difference, Estella, and if you had worked, our friends would think I wasn’t successful.”

Suddenly Estella felt exasperated with his vanity. “Surely that would be better than going broke. What are those so-called friends going to think now?” James didn’t reply. He had to concentrate on himself and his future. He would worry about them later. Estella had known that James didn’t want her to work. Blinded by his charm and need to be respected, she’d understood enough to put her ambitions aside in the hopes of having a baby, but she didn’t understand anything else he was telling her. “What of your inheritance?”

“It’s gone.” James dropped his head again.

Estella’s eyes widened. “What! All of it?”

“I’ve cashed in the investments my father left me and heavily mortgaged the house. I can’t keep up the repayments, so the bank is going to take it.”

Tears welled again in Estella’s eyes, and she buried her face in his handkerchief. Her world was falling apart. It was all too much to take in at once, especially in her emotional, vulnerable state.

“Please don’t cry, Estella. I thought I could earn enough to keep the house and the life we have, but there’s not enough business coming my way for the type of life I want.”

“‘I want’? All I’m hearing is what you want. Frankly, James, you are sounding very selfish.” Estella pulled away and studied the man in front of her. Suddenly she couldn’t see James as a father at all. He was too immature.

James turned away from her.

“I suppose that moving to a smaller house in a less affluent suburb is out of the question?” Estella asked.

“I’m afraid so.”

Estella shook her head again. She couldn’t believe James was being so self-centred. “What am I supposed to do, or don’t you care, as I don’t seem to fit into your perfectly planned future?”

“Of course I care, Estella. I’ve thought about it. You could go out to Southern Rhodesia to your parents. They claim the lifestyle there is wonderful. Or you could live with your Aunt Florence in Chelsea. I’m sure you could support yourself as a veterinarian.”

It’s not just me, James. There’s a baby to think about, Estella thought bitterly.

“We’ll sell the furniture in the house, of course, and your jewellery, but as I said, we have debts, large debts, so I doubt there’ll be anything left.”

God, it’s getting worse by the minute, Estella thought. I’m going to be alone and penniless, as well as pregnant. “Where will you live and work?” Estella wasn’t asking because she cared--it was too late for that. She just wanted to see how detailed his plans were for his future life with her cousin.

“Warwick owned an office block on Belgrave Square. It’s in a prime location and built after the war, so it’s modern, and Davinia has that big house on Eaton Square.”

Estella’s bottom lip quivered with anger. “My God, James,” she said. “I never thought you were so shallow.”

“Well, there you have it. I am shallow and selfish, and I admit it. What’s more, Davinia has been lending me money for weeks now. She doesn’t want the money back as long as I marry her, so I’m afraid we must start divorce proceedings straight away. I hope you’ll make this easy, Estella. There’s no reason to stall things, is there?”

Estella looked at him. Only our baby, James, but frankly you are not good enough to be my child’s father. She shook her head.

This was it. She had been betrayed. There was nothing left to say. So Estella turned away from James and gazed across the lake towards Rotten Row, where several riders were taking advantage of the beautiful afternoon and galloping their mounts. There were only a handful of days in England when the sky was cloud-free and a vivid blue, so it seemed wrong that the day her life fell apart was so beautiful. It should have been raining and grey to suit her mood and circumstances--miserable and desolate. Again, she thought of the baby. This should have been one of the happiest days in her marriage.

Through her tears, she saw the lake glistening in the sunlight. Nannies were tending to babies in prams; dog owners or their servants were walking their well-groomed pets. Lovers strolled across the lawns, hand in hand; ducks and swans bobbed on the water. On such a lovely day it was a typical scene, but Estella felt like the bottom had dropped out of her normal world. Again, she thought of the baby, perhaps a sweet little girl. It’s just you and me now, little one, but we’ll be all right. I promise.

Estella stood up and handed James his jacket without looking at him. “I’m going home to pack a few things. Any papers you want signed send to Aunt Flo’s.” She swallowed the lump in her throat, and glared at her husband. “Goodbye,” she said rigidly, before turning to walk away.

James knew he had been cold and calculating, but he felt he’d made the right decision. He hadn’t, however, anticipated how much of a fiend he’d feel. “Please, wait, Estella.”

Estella stopped and pivoted slowly to the stranger her husband had become.

“I know I’ve hurt you,” James said. “I’m sorry. Really.”

His apology sounded thoroughly inadequate and pathetic to Estella. “I’m sorry, too, James. Sorry you are so short-sighted and have such little depth of character. I don’t know how I could have made the mistake of thinking you were a decent human being.” She felt sad for him because his selfishness meant he was going to miss out on something far more precious than money and society parties.

Without further hesitation, Estella walked away. It took all her willpower not to collapse and sob her heart out. Instead she pulled her shoulders back and held her head up proudly, confident that she’d never lay eyes on James Lawford again, and certain that her baby was better off without him.


CHAPTER 2

By the time Estella reached her aunt’s house in Chelsea, she was sobbing uncontrollably. She’d already been home to pack her clothes: a stately nineteenth-century stone columned affair in Belgravia’s Grosvenor Estate. But memories of the last year had overwhelmed her, and she couldn’t help mourning the death of her hopes and dreams. As the reality of her new life sank in, Estella considered the tragedy of her situation. She was homeless, penniless, and pregnant. As far as she was concerned, things couldn’t get any worse.

When the taxi drew up to her home, Aunt Florence was sitting by her bay window, crocheting a fringed doily and listening to her old gramophone, which she preferred to modern record players. She enjoyed her hour of relaxation in the afternoons when she loosened her wrap-on corset and put her feet up. Her chores were done, and dinner was underway. She used to spend the time sitting with her mother talking about days gone by, but her mother had passed away the previous winter after a bad bout of pneumonia. Now there were just three full-time boarders to take care of--two students at London’s School of Dramatic Art and a retired chimney sweep.

Aunt Florence saw Estella alight from the taxi and was waiting to greet her as she ascended the steps to the front door. Estella’s eyes were red. Tears streamed down her face. The flustered taxi driver approached from behind with a suitcase and an overnight bag, which he deposited inside the vestibule before hurrying away.

“Estella, what is the matter?” Florence asked, glancing at the cases, as she took her niece in her arms.

“My marriage is over,” Estella said between wracking sobs.

Florence couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Oh, my goodness. Come into the kitchen,” she said. “I’ll make some cocoa.”

After two cups of hot cocoa with marshmallows, Estella had calmed down enough to tell her aunt what had happened. Everything about James, Davinia, and the divorce. “I can’t believe it,” Aunt Florence said. “I was never fond of Davinia, but, then, of course, her mother, Anthea, is nothing like Marcus.”

Marcus was Estella’s stepfather and Anthea was his sister. In Florence’s mind, this explained why Estella and her cousin were nothing alike.

Aunt Florence looked at her forlorn niece. “I’m so sorry this happened, Estella, but perhaps it’s just as well that it’s now, and not ten years down the line, when there could have been children to consider. James is an utter fool; I have no idea what he could be thinking--or if he’s thinking at all with his head and not with what’s in his trousers. But you are young and beautiful--you can start again.”

A fresh wave of tears poured down Estella’s cheeks. “I’m pregnant, Aunt Flo.”

Florence gasped and clutched at her chest. “For the love of Moses!” She leaned over the table and glanced at Estella’s slim waistline. “Are you sure?”

Estella nodded. “Dr. Blake confirmed it this morning. Then I went to James’s office, only to find he wasn’t there anymore. I was heading for Hyde Park to have lunch alone, when I saw him. Kissing Davinia.”

“For heaven’s sake.” Florence pursed her lips. “What did he say when you told him about the baby?”

“I didn’t. And I’m not going to, ever.”

Florence straightened up. “Estella, you can’t hide a baby from James. London may be a big city, but he’ll find out sooner or later, mark my words.”

“He doesn’t have to.”

It was history repeating itself, Florence thought, as she sat back in her chair. She’d had the same conversation with Estella’s mother, Caroline, when she’d returned from Australia almost twenty-six years ago, pregnant with Estella. Caroline hadn’t wanted to tell Ross, Estella’s father, especially not after meeting Marcus Wordsworth. But Ross was Florence’s brother, and Florence insisted he had a right to know. It changed nothing, however. Marcus raised Estella as his own, and Ross never met his beautiful daughter.

“Are you considering going out to Rhodesia?”

“No. Mother and Father are returning soon to enrol Barnaby in university.”

“That’s right. I’d forgotten. Caroline wrote and told me that your brother had finished grammar school, and he wanted to study engineering. He’s turning out so like Marcus. They both love building things. As a matter of fact, with the building trade apparently booming in Rhodesia, I’m surprised Marcus is willing to come back.”

“They only plan to stay long enough to settle Barnaby in whichever university he’s accepted into, probably Oxford or Cambridge, and then they’re returning to Rhodesia.”

“You should be with your mother at a time like this, Estella. Why not go back with them?”

“They won’t be here for weeks, and then they’ll want to stay for at least two months, and I can’t wait that long to get out of town. My condition will be obvious by then. If James rushes the divorce through, which I’m sure he will, he’ll either be married to Davinia, or planning the wedding, and I’ll be the laughing stock of London.”

“It’s my guess that he’ll open his eyes one morning, look at what’s beside him, and kick himself.”

“Well, it’ll be too late for regrets. He’s shown me his true character. I must get away, Aunt Flo, and soon. I’m adamant that James must never find out about our child.” Estella saw the dismay in her aunt’s features. “Don’t look at me that way, Aunt Flo. He actually told me a baby wouldn’t fit into his life, so he doesn’t deserve to that know she or he exists.”

“He’s a selfish man,” Aunt Florence said, helping herself to another scone with cream and jam, which Estella couldn’t be tempted to eat. The delicious aroma of roasting meat pervaded the kitchen, but Estella couldn’t think about food.

“Where will I go, Aunt Flo? How will I support my child?” Estella dissolved into tears again.

“There, there, dear. You said James was no longer at his office, so I imagine he moved to more opulent premises. He must make good money, and he’ll have to support you, Estella, so you’ll be all right.”

“He claims he moved out of Grosvenor Square because he couldn’t afford the rent, and apparently the bank is repossessing our house in the Grosvenor Estate. We’re broke, Aunt Flo. He even said he’s been borrowing money from Davinia.”

For the countless time during their conversation, Florence was astonished. “You know you can stay here for as long as you want. I’ve never rented Mother’s room.”

Estella’s grandmother had lived with Florence until she died. Florence had been thinking about selling and moving to somewhere like Devon to open a bed and breakfast on a smaller scale, but she’d put her plans on hold if Estella needed her. “I couldn’t. James’s grandparents live right around the corner on Fulham Road, and his youngest sister lives on Oakley Street.”

“Perhaps you could get a job as a veterinarian somewhere in the country?”

“I don’t think I’d feel safe anywhere in the British Isles. James comes from a large family, and they’re spread everywhere. He has cousins in Liverpool, Leeds, as far north as Newcastle, and even in Scotland. I’ll have to go farther away, but where? Where can I start a new life with my baby?” Estella put her head down on the table and cried again.

“You mustn’t get so upset, Estella,” Florence reached over to stroke her niece’s hair. “It’s not good for you, or the baby.”

Florence stood up and went to the sink with their dirty cups, cursing the painful rheumatism in her elbows and knees. She always smelt faintly of the paraffin oil she rubbed her joints with. Summer was the only season she had any relief, but come autumn, the pain began again, and it was early this year. She glanced up at the sky, where clouds were gathering in the west. At least she knew when it was going to rain.

Staring out the window at her small garden and vegetable patch, Florence began to think about Estella’s mother, Caroline. They’d been friends since they were girls, and she’d missed her terribly since Caroline went off to Africa with Marcus. They left after the war, when Estella was settled into the University of Edinburgh, returned briefly for her graduation more than a year ago, and stayed for Estella’s wedding. She thought about the promise she’d made Caroline when Estella had been born. She’d kept it all these years, but was it time to tell Estella the truth?

“Estella,” Florence said, taking a seat opposite her niece again. “Listen to me for a minute.”

Estella lifted her head. Her cheeks were smudged, and her eyes red from crying, reminding Florence of when she’d been a little girl. Estella had always referred to Florence as ‘aunt’, even before she’d found out that they were, indeed, blood relatives through Estella’s birth father. This had made Florence feel special, as no other friends of Caroline had received the same privilege. However, she held Estella in even higher regard. Flo had never married or had children, so Estella was like a surrogate daughter to her.

“What is it?” Estella asked, thinking her aunt looked troubled.

“A long time ago, when you were just a baby, I made your mother a solemn promise. As you know, your mother and I have been friends since we were little girls.”

“I know, Aunt Flo, Mother told me. Did the promise you made have anything to do with me?” Estella was sure that was the only reason her aunt would bring it up.

“Yes. I vowed I would never discuss your father with you.”

Estella looked confused.

“I’m talking about your real father. My brother, Ross. I had to promise. It was the only way your mother would let me stay in her life and be part of yours.”

Estella couldn’t believe her mother would insist upon such a vow. She’d learned Marcus Wordsworth wasn’t her real father when she was about ten years old. She’d found her parents’ wedding certificate and noticed they’d married just weeks before she was born, which forced her mother to explain that she’d been married before. But her mother wouldn’t talk about the man who was her biological father. When she thought about it, Aunt Florence had never said much about him, either. Now she knew why.

“I don’t understand why Mother would insist upon such a thing.”

“I do, Estella. She was afraid.”

“Afraid of what?”

“That you’d become curious enough to insist that you meet your real father, afraid that Marcus would be hurt. She was pregnant with you when she met him, and she was overwhelmed by his generous offer of marriage and the fact that he wanted to raise you as his own, which, to his credit, he did. She thought it was an unselfish act, but to be honest, I thought it was quite the opposite. You’ve been robbed of ever knowing your real father, and as wonderful as Marcus is, Ross was a man worth knowing. It hurt him deeply that he never met you.”

“Why hasn’t he ever come to see me?”

Florence’s homely face crumpled with sadness. There was no chance now that they’d ever meet. “He wanted to, but he didn’t want to unsettle you or hurt your mother. To be honest, he never got over the fact that she left him. He always believed she’d return, but when she asked for a divorce so that she could marry Marcus, it destroyed him. I’m not blaming your mother, Estella. She couldn’t live in outback Australia. The isolation isn’t for everyone. However, I’m going to break the vow I made when you were born. You are a grown woman, so there are some things you should know, things that might help you in your time of need.”

“What sort of things?”

“It’s best I start at the beginning, and tell you how your parents came to be together,” Florence let out a long exhale. “As I said, your mother and I have been friends all of our lives. We were neighbours on Whitehall Street, which is not far from here, so of course we went to the same school. Ross was a couple of years older than I was, but he and your mother didn’t get on at all when they were young. Things didn’t change until after the First World War. Ross had just finished school when war broke out. He was intelligent, and Father had wanted him to go to university, but the war put an end to that plan. He worked in an ammunition factory until he was sixteen, then he lied about his age and enlisted in the army. Soon after, he was sent to France. When he returned, he was grown up, and a very handsome man. He and your mother saw each other in a new light and fell in love. He’d been working with horses in the army, so he decided to go to university to study veterinary science. In 1924, after getting his degree at the University of Edinburgh, he and your mother married. Soon after, he answered an advertisement for a veterinary position in Australia. Did you know he was a veterinarian?”

“I didn’t know until I graduated from university, and Mother let it slip. Because she never mentioned him at all, it was a surprise.”

“Yes, your mother was delighted when you wanted to study medicine,” Florence said.

“Not when she found out I had chosen to do a veterinary science course.”

“She shouldn’t have been surprised. During the war you brought all the stray animals you could find into your bomb shelter.”

For the first time since Estella’s arrival, she smiled. “I’m sorry to tell you this, Estella,” Florance paused. “But your father, Ross, died a few months ago.”

Estella looked startled. She didn’t know what to think or how to feel. “Did he?”

“Yes. Apparently, he was knocked into a fence by a brumby. You’d call that a wild horse. He hurt his arm and shoulder badly, and they think a blood clot travelled to his heart.”

Estella reached out and put her hand over her aunt’s. “I didn’t know him, but I’m sorry.”

“Thank you, dear. He didn’t write often, and we hadn’t seen each other for years, but I still miss him because I know he’s no longer out there somewhere. He was a lovely man. He had that mischievous twinkle in his eye and a wicked sense of humour, which always got him in trouble.”

“Does Mother know?”

“No. I’ll wait until she comes back, and we have a private moment.”

Estella had only ever been mildly curious about her real father, but she could see that it helped Aunt Florence to talk about her loss. “You have another brother, don’t you, Aunt Flo?”

“Yes, my youngest brother, your Uncle Charlie. Talk about a character. He’s as mad as a March hare.”

“Where is he?”

“He still lives in Kangaroo Crossing, where your dad lived.” Florence knew Charlie had been a terror for the drink and the women when he was young. By now he was close to fifty years old, and it seemed he still hadn’t settled enough to take a wife. He’d mentioned a woman, and Florence was under the impression she was a native woman. “Oh! Mother did tell me that my …that Ross lived in Australia. She made it sound like a terrible place, on the other side of the world.”

Florence understood that Estella had trouble relating to Ross Cooper as her real father. “Your mother couldn’t take living there, which is probably why she described it as a terrible place. As a young bride, it was too much change for her. And a long way from London society, where she was content. Charlie’s happy there, and I know Ross loved the place, so it can’t be too bad.”

“How did Uncle Charlie come to be there, too?”

“He wasn’t having much luck with work in England, so he followed Ross and Caroline out to Australia. I gather he worked in the local pub for a while before becoming the publican. From what Ross and Charlie told me, Kangaroo Crossing is in the centre of Australia, twelve thousand miles from here. Which brings me to the reason I’m sharing this with you.”

Estella stared at her aunt. She didn’t understand.

“As I said, your father died a few months ago. After his death, your Uncle Charlie wrote and asked if you would consider taking your father’s place as the town veterinarian.”

Estella’s eyes widened.

“I’d told Charlie and Ross about you becoming a vet. Your father was as proud as punch, and so was Charlie.”

“Really?”

“Oh, yes. Ross had a house, so I suppose it’s sitting empty, and Charlie has no use for all his tools and instruments, so they’d still be there. Under the circumstances, I was thinking it would be a wonderful opportunity for you.”

“You said Ross had been dead for months. Why didn’t you tell me about this before?”

“I thought about it, but I’d made that vow to your mother, and over the years I’ve done my best to keep it. Besides, I knew James would never leave his practise, and I truly believed you were happy.”

Estella began to cry again. “So did I,” she sobbed.

Florence offered her a dry handkerchief and asked again. “What do you think about going to Australia, Estella?”

Estella sniffed and dabbed her tears. “I don’t know. You said the letter came months ago, so maybe the townsfolk in Kangaroo Crossing have employed another vet.”

“That is possible.” Florence had an idea. “Why don’t you have a lie-down for a while? You look exhausted.”

Estella nodded. “I am tired, too tired to think straight.”

“Go on up, then. If you aren’t up in a couple of hours, I’ll give you a call.”

Florence had it in mind to ring Charlie as soon as Estella was asleep. It would be early evening in Kangaroo Crossing, and Charlie would be in the bar.

Two hours later, Estella came down the stairs to find her aunt beaming, as she cut up the roast joint. “There you are. I rang Charlie,” Aunt Florence said, slipping a small piece of beef into her mouth.

“Did you?”

“Yes, and he said they haven’t replaced your father yet, and he’d be delighted if you’d take the position of town veterinarian.” The line had been so full of static that Florence had hardly been able to hear what Charlie had said, especially with rowdy hotel patrons in the background, but she thought she had the gist of the conversation, so she took the liberty of filling in the bits she missed.

“Did you tell him that I’m pregnant?”

“Yes. He said that shouldn’t be a problem.” Charlie had actually said he wouldn’t tell anyone until after Estella had arrived. He had told Florence some time ago that the townsfolk were “dirty on Caroline for leaving Ross the way she did,” as he put it, so Florence gathered he wasn’t going to tell them exactly who Estella was.

“There is a house, fully furnished, and one room is set up as a consultation room.” Charlie had said the house needed a good clean, but he’d see it got done. “All your father’s instruments are there. You just need to get yourself there.”

Estella looked dismayed. She remembered she had no money for the trip, a position she thought she’d never find herself in.

Florence read the concern on her face. “I have a little something put away, enough to pay your fare.”

“I couldn’t take your money, Aunt Flo.”

“Don’t worry about it. Charlie said I’d be reimbursed.” Another embellishment, Florence thought, that Estella needn’t worry about. Still a little drowsy, Estella sat down at the kitchen table. “What do you think?” her aunt asked excitedly. “It sounds like just what you wanted, doesn’t it?” It had been Florence’s dream that Estella would one day know her real father. She had hoped Estella would meet Ross, and although it was too late for that, she thought she would come to know what he’d been like by living in the place he loved, and working with the people who meant so much to him. She just hoped Caroline would forgive her.

“It is, but, Aunt Flo, I’ve not practised since I became qualified. I’d have to read so much to refresh my memory.”

“You were a bright student, Estella. You passed your exams with honours as I remember, so I’m sure it would all come back quickly.”

“I suppose so. And if Kangaroo Crossing is just a small town, I doubt I’d be working that hard.” She imagined a few local children bringing in their pets or the odd horse that needed attention.

“That’s most likely true.” Aunt Florence encouraged, although she had no real idea about what Ross used to do, as he rarely mentioned his work. His infrequent letters had been about the town, the people, the wildlife, and about how much he loved the open spaces in Australia.

“By the time the baby arrived, I’d probably have things well under control, and he or she could stay with me in the surgery, because it’s in the house.” Estella pondered, looking into her aunt’s bright eyes. “It sounds like it will be perfect,” she said, with just a hint of trepidation. Besides, she really had no other choice.


CHAPTER 3

Parafield, Australia

Michael Murphy squinted into the glaring sunlight, as he stood beside his plane at the Parafield Airport in South Australia. He was watching passengers disembark from a Lockheed Constellation about fifty yards across the tarmac. It was midsummer and threatened to be the eighth day of temperatures above the hundred-degree mark. Although it was still early, the sun shimmered on the runway, and the wind, which by mid-afternoon would feel like a blast from a furnace, blew in gusts over the surrounding dry fields, sending swirls of dust spiralling into the air.

Murphy had flown from the isolated town of Kangaroo Crossing, seven miles over the Queensland border, to pick up the new veterinarian. Charlie Cooper had been unusually vague about his late brother’s replacement, so Murphy didn’t know what to expect. He had a name and an obscure description--a woman in her mid-twenties, possibly with dark hair. He knew she had flown all the way from London and had a degree from the University of Edinburgh, as, coincidentally, had Ross Cooper. Other than that, she was a mystery.

The journey from Kangaroo Crossing had taken Murphy just over nine hours in a headwind, with one fuel stop. He’d landed at Parafield at dusk the previous evening, ate a few packed sandwiches, and then settled down to sleep in his plane. He’d risen at dawn and serviced and refuelled the plane, ready for takeoff. Now all he had to do was collect his passenger. But her plane was more than an hour late.

When most of the passengers from the Lockheed Constellation had headed across the tarmac to the arrivals lounge, and none appeared to be whom he was waiting for, Murphy cursed under his breath. He was about to ask the ticketing desk to check the passenger list against the flight details he had on a scrunched piece of paper that Charlie had given him, when a hostess came down the steps with a young woman. She seemed to fit the vague description of Estella Lawford.

Michael Murphy could see the woman looked ill. She leant heavily on the railing as she descended the stairs, and the hostess seemed concerned. As he walked in the direction of the plane, he watched her. The hostess was being attentive, and the young woman was attempting to reassure the hostess while grasping for her hat, as a sudden gust of hot wind threatened to swirl it away.

“I’ll be all right after a few hours’ rest,” Murphy heard her say. As he waited at the bottom of the stairs, he took in her slightly crumpled linen suit and assumed it was the latest fashion in London. She was slim and very attractive--too pretty to be hidden away in a small town in the middle of nowhere, where the few women there were too preoccupied with the daily struggle to survive to be bothered with washing their hair, let alone the latest fashion. He tried to imagine her doing the work Ross had done, but it was impossible. I’ll give her six weeks, he thought cynically.

“Are you Estella Lawford?” he asked, impatient to be underway.

“Yes,” Estella said, pausing on the stairs and looked down at a tall, slim man. She’d been told someone would be meeting her, but not given a name. He removed his well-worn hat to reveal fair, curly hair and dark eyes. His unfamiliar Australian drawl was peppered with a hint of Irish, but his tone was more business-like than friendly. He also looked like he’d slept in his shirt and trousers.

“In that case, you won’t have more than a few minutes’ rest,” he said, scowling at his watch. “We’ll have to set off as soon as you have your luggage. We must get to Kangaroo Crossing before dark.”

Estella couldn’t help groaning. “Surely it wouldn’t be a catastrophe if we arrived after dark?”

Murphy looked at her as if she had just said she could fly without a plane. “With no lights on the runway, our landing could very well be catastrophic, especially if we hit a roo.”

She frowned, and his dark eyes narrowed. “What is the matter with you?” he asked. “You look a bit off.”

The hostess replied for Estella, who had turned an unhealthy shade of green at the thought of being airborne again so soon. “She’s been terribly airsick.”

Estella interrupted before the hostess could blurt out that she was pregnant, something she had confided when offered remedies for airsickness that she thought might be harmful to the baby.

“I’m all right. There’s no need for a fuss, really.”

Michael Murphy groaned and shook his head impatiently, mumbling something about an outback vet who couldn’t travel by air being about a useful as a canoe in the desert.

She was sure he was being uncomplimentary. “It was the first time I’ve flown,” she said defensively.

“Well, you had better get used to it,” Murphy said.

Estella was dismayed by his attitude. Afraid she’d dissolve into tears, she looked down at the steps before her and slowly made her way to the tarmac. She vowed she wouldn’t fall apart in front of this heartless man, no matter how miserable she felt.

Murphy glanced at her high heels and shook his head, she must have no idea where she’s going. “I think I have some Eucalypt leaves in the plane. They’re helpful for airsickness.”

“Do they taste awful?” Estella asked, her stomach churning at the thought of putting anything in her mouth, even an infusion made from Eucalypt leaves.

“You won’t have to find out. You just crumple the leaves and inhale the scent. I’m Michael Murphy.” He extended a deeply tanned hand.

“Estella,” She looked at his hand, noticing it was smeared with grease, and couldn’t bring herself to take it. Just the smell of grease made her want to retch.

“We’ve already established who you are,” Murphy said, glancing at his hand and realising why she wouldn’t shake it. “Great!” he said, throwing his head back. “A vet who doesn’t like getting her hands dirty. I can see you’re gonna be real useful.” Replacing his hat, he pulled a rag from his hip pocket and tried to wipe the grease off his hand, at the same trying to imagine her ankle-deep in a paddock full of cow pats.

Estella wanted to explain that her condition was the reason she was so queasy, but she couldn’t.

“I’ll have your luggage sent out to you,” the hostess said as she hurried away.

“Thank you,” Estella replied, realising Michael Murphy marching across the tarmac without her. “Where is your plane?” she asked, trying to catch up. There were a few small planes on the tarmac.

Murphy stopped and pointed in the direction of a single propeller plane set aside from the others. It was covered in dust.

Estella stopped, staring in horror at what was before her--the saddest excuse for modern aviation she’d ever seen. “You can’t be serious!”

“What’s wrong?” Murphy followed her gaze to his pride and joy in the dazzling morning sun.

“Is that a duster?” Estella was sure he was toying with her.

“Certainly not!”

“I don’t know much about planes, Mr. Murphy, but quite frankly that,” she pointed accusingly, “doesn’t look airworthy.”

“I can assure you, it is. I’ve just flown more than seven hundred miles to get here, and she didn’t miss a beat.”

Not reassured, Estella approached the dusty plane for a closer inspection. “Are you certain the dust isn’t holding it together?”

“Surely you weren’t expecting a plane that spends all its time in the outback to look shiny and new? That’s hardly realistic.” He wondered about what other impractical expectations she had. If they were anything above low, he knew she’d be very disappointed with Kangaroo Crossing.

Estella could tell he felt insulted by her remark, but she couldn’t understand why.

“Believe me, it’s what’s under the dust that’s important. That’s a Cessna 195, built in 1947. She has a three hundred horsepower radial engine and does a top speed of more than a hundred miles an hour. She holds seventy-five gallons of fuel, enough to cover 695 hundred nautical miles. She’s reliable.”

Estella furrowed her brows in a mix of bewilderment and scepticism.

“If you don’t mind me saying so, you’re kinda young and attractive to be sticking your arm up a cow’s arse.”

Estella gasped and felt her face grow warm. “Such examinations are necessary to determine whether a cow is in calf, or to diagnose a number of other ailments.”

“I know that. I was often with Ross when he did it. I just can’t imagine you doing it.”

Estella exhaled in an effort to calm herself. She couldn’t believe he was being so rude and vulgar. “I can assure you I’ve done it many times.” This was a slight exaggeration. She’d done it twice during practical tests in her studies at university, and both times she’d felt squeamish.

“If you are shocked by my bluntness, you had better get used to it,” Murphy said. “In the outback, people speak their minds. It’s no place for diplomacy or fancy manners.”

Estella swallowed the bile forcing its way up her throat. “I’ll keep that in mind, Mr. Murphy, but I’m quite used to men being uncouth and ill-mannered. To become a qualified veterinarian, I spent six years in university. When my courses began, I was one of only two women studying veterinary science in a class of more than twenty. I can assure you it was soon forgotten that I was female. I’ve heard every type of coarse language you can imagine, and then some. If I put my mind to it, I could probably make you blush. Now, Mr. Murphy,” She placed a hand on her hip. “How far is it to Kangaroo Crossing?” She’d no sooner asked when she remembered he’d said he’d flown more than seven hundred miles to get to Parafield Airport. The thought of spending hours in his company on the return journey was growing more unappealing by the second.

“Fer Christ’s sake, drop this Mr. business, will you? We’re not so formal in Australia. It’s plain Murphy, unless a more colourful adjective comes to mind. If we have a tailwind, it will take us eight hours to get to The Crossing. Our only stop will be the Mungerannie Roadhouse to refuel, so if you want to pee, I suggest you do it before we head off--but be quick.”

Grateful for any excuse to get away from Michael Murphy for a few minutes, Estella turned in the direction of the main building.

Murphy watched her go, in no mood to admire her shapely legs and neat little figure. He shook his head. “Whatever was Charlie thinking, hiring a London fashion plate as a replacement for someone like Ross Cooper?” He turned back to his plane, which he was always in the mood to appreciate.

To Estella’s relief, she didn’t suffer airsickness in the small Cessna. Despite the company, she began to enjoy the trip, although the countryside below was vast and brown, and the sun through the windows was hot. Initially she’d been nervous, but within an hour, she relaxed as the small plane hummed through the expansive blue sky.

“South Australia is the driest state on the continent,” Murphy said when she commented on the lack of greenery below. “And England would fit into it many, many times.”

“Really?” Estella said, hardly able to comprehend the magnitude of the surrounding country.

A few hours into their journey, the flat country gave way to the Flinders Ranges. Murphy pointed out the Blinman Copper Mine and Wilpena Pound, which was a crater-sized depression in the landscape. “There’s nearly nine thousand hectares of land in that crater,” he said. “It was once used to breed horses.”

Estella had to admit it was an awesome sight. “Some of the peaks in the Flinders Ranges are over three thousand feet,” Murphy added. “They were named after one of your countryman, Matthew Flinders. He was an English navigator who apparently sighted the peaks in 1802.”

As they flew around the mountain peaks, Murphy glanced out of the corner of his eye to see Estella wide-eyed and struck by the view.

After the ranges, the country fell away to flat grazing land that stretched for miles. Estella was content to enjoy the scenery in silence, but Murphy was curious about her.

“You didn’t have much luggage. Have you had your surgical instruments sent by sea?”

“I was told I could use Ross Cooper’s instruments.”

Murphy glanced at her disapprovingly.

“They’re no use to him now,” she said.

“Whoa, don’t hold back on the sensitivity,” he said sarcastically.

Estella felt slighted. Didn’t he just say people out here speak their minds? But she knew she couldn’t afford to be ruled by her emotions, not after what she’d been through in recent weeks.

“I am sensitive to some issues, but at times it’s necessary to be practical.” Finding herself in a dire situation had forced her to be pragmatic. Murphy made no comment, but he was wondering what or who had made her so callous.

“What was Ross Cooper like?” she asked.

“He was a great bloke.”

“A good veterinarian?”

“Yes, and a good mate.”

Estella had the distinct opinion that Michael Murphy was subtly pointing out that she had no hope of measuring up to Ross Cooper’s standard.

“I suppose you miss him?” A gentleman on the plane had told her that Australian men were very ‘matey’ with each other.

“He’s greatly missed by everyone in Kangaroo Crossing.” Murphy turned away, his lips clamped together, giving Estella the impression that it was best to change the subject. She turned to look out of the window beside her.

A few moments later, Murphy surprised her with a direct question. “Why do you want to work in the outback?”

Estella’s thoughts immediately went to James and his affair with her cousin, and she felt sick. She thought of the tiny baby growing inside her and the new beginning she hoped to make for the both of them. “I needed a change of scenery, so when Florence Cooper mentioned there was a veterinary position vacant in Kangaroo Crossing, I thought it would be a great opportunity. I also like the idea of working in a small community.” As long as they don’t want to delve into my past, she thought. On the long flight from England, Estella had rehearsed answers for all the questions she knew she’d be asked. She had also decided not to disclose that she was Ross Cooper’s daughter until she was ready. He was a stranger to her, so it didn’t seem right to be claiming he was her father.

Murphy wondered if Estella had any idea how small the community of Kangaroo Crossing was. “Surely a practise in an English country village would have met your needs?”

“Not really. I wanted a complete change, and I’m interested in Australian fauna.” She’d never read as much as she had done while arrangements were being made for the trip. She’d dug out all her books from her studies at university and got books from the library on breeding cattle and sheep in Australia, and books on the wildlife--anything she could get her hands on.

“Had enough of squirrels and hedgehogs?”

Despite the fact that Estella thought he was being sarcastic, she smiled. “Yes. I’d like to learn more about that strange creature found only in Australia, the platypus.”

“Then you’ll be disappointed.”

“Why?”

“It’s too dry in Kangaroo Crossing for platypus. They live in permanent creeks and rivers, and they’re very fussy about the conditions. Exactly how much experience have you had?”

“I’ve had plenty of experience with animals, but this will be my first real job.” Estella’s tone held just a hint of defiance.

As expected, Murphy looked unimpressed. “I hope you are not talking about owning a pet rabbit, dog, or cat as a child?”

Anger started boiling up inside her. “Look, Mr. Murphy,” He winced at her intentional formality. “Ross Cooper has been gone for months, so you couldn’t have had applicants lining up to take his place. It looks like you and the people of Kangaroo Crossing are stuck with me, so you might as well get used to the idea.”

Murphy glanced at her and shook his head, mumbling, “One month. You’ll be begging me to fly you back in a month.”

“I won’t,” Estella said confidently.

It was not faith in her capabilities that made her so sure of herself; it was the knowledge that she could never go back to England. Saying goodbye to Aunt Flo, knowing she would most likely never see her again, had been hard. But Estella had promised to write and send photographs. Just thinking of their sad goodbye brought tears to her eyes. She turned towards the window and brushed them away with the back of her hand.

Michael Murphy glanced at her and noticed how emotional she had become. He was certain she’d left someone important behind. He’d be willing to wager that she’d either broken a heart, or someone had broken hers. Most people who buried themselves in the outback were running away from something, including him.

They were six hours into the flight when Murphy dipped the plane to the left and dropped several thousand feet.

“That little town down there is Marree,” he pointed. “It was once known as Hergott Springs and a staging post for camel trains that transported goods from the railhead to Alice Springs, the biggest town in the outback. Since the Ghan runs through the town to Alice, camels aren’t used much anymore.”

“The Ghan?”

“The Afghan Express, the train from Adelaide.”

“Does the train go to Kangaroo Crossing?”

Murphy caught the hopefulness in her tone. “No, from Marree it goes west, up the Oodnadatta Track. We’re going north-east.”

“It’s not much of a town,” Estella said, as Marree faded behind them.

“There’s a hotel, general stores, a hospital, post office, and police station, as well as a small community, which includes Afghans and Aboriginal people.” He glanced at Estella again. “Kangaroo Crossing is half the size of Marree.”

Estella tried not to look dismayed.

“Would you like me to turn the plane back?” he asked, smirking cynically.

“No.”

“Sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure.”

Murphy laughed. “It’s early days yet.”

Twenty miles north of Marree, Murphy pointed to Lake Harry, which wasn’t much more than a watering hole. “Lake Harry was where the government struck its first bore for the stock route. The homestead was deserted in 1951,” he said. “But Lake Harry was once a busy camel trading post.”

“Are those palms I see?”

“Yes, date palms. Baron von Mueller, a noted botanist, thought that date palms would provide a source of food and shade around outback waterholes, so they were planted there.”

Below they could see a mob of cattle amid clouds of dust. Drovers on horseback were herding them with the help of cattle dogs. Estella had never seen such a big herd. She was sure there must have been a thousand head of cattle down there.

“They’ll be heading to Marree, where they’ll be loaded on the train for the southern markets. The mobs are so big up here that they have to be spotted by air,” Murphy said.

“Do you do it?”

“Yes, when I’m not flying the vet or the doctor to different stations.”

“The vet! You mean …me?”

One of his eyebrows cocked. “That’s right.”

Estella was confused, but she tried to hide her ignorance. She hadn’t realised she’d need to travel so far to reach the animals under her care. She tried to imagine doing it when she was heavily pregnant.

A little further north, they passed the dog fence, which Murphy pointed out. “It runs for nearly six thousand miles from the New South Wales border to the Great Australian Bight near Streaky Bay. It was built to keep marauding dingoes from killing grazing sheep to its south.”

“Has it been successful?”

“The dingoes try to dig under the fence, but I’d say it’s been as successful as hoped. Unfortunately, it takes a lot of maintenance. We’re just passing over the Clayton River. That dot down there is the Clayton Station homestead. A station, by the way, is a vast property, sometimes thousands of miles and mostly fenceless, which runs sheep or cattle. They don’t have stations in Europe, only farms, but there’s a big difference.”

Estella could just see a house, which was surrounded by nothing but red dust. She couldn’t help wondering what sort of people lived in such a lonely place and how herds of cattle or sheep survived.

Twenty miles later, Murphy pointed out the Dulkaninna Creek. “The Dulkaninna Station was established in the late 1800s,” he said.

Estella tried unsuccessfully to pronounce the name of the station.

“A lot of the names in the outback are Aboriginal,” Murphy said, by way of an explanation for the fact that they were such a mouthful.

“The creek looks dry,” Estella said.

“The stock live on water fed by an artesian bore,” Murphy said. “Without underground water, no one would survive out here. The annual rainfall in this part of the world is less than an inch a year. When it rains in South Western Queensland, the water flows down the Warburton and into Cooper Creek, but it has to be a lot of rain before it reaches this part of the country.”

“Wouldn’t the underground water be hot when it comes up?”

“It’s very hot. At the Cannuwaukaninna Bore, the water has to travel for nearly two miles on the surface before it’s cool enough for stock to drink. We’ll soon be flying over the Etadunna Homestead, where there’s a memorial to the Lutheran missionaries who ran the Aboriginal settlement at Killalpaninna, fifteen miles north. It was built in 1866 and provided for two hundred Aboriginal people, until it was forced to close because of severe drought in 1915.”

“Is that a river up ahead?” Estella asked, in awe of the enormous snaking, brown gouge in the landscape.

“That’s the mighty Cooper. It has been known to flood if they have excessive rain in Queensland. Then it empties into Lake Eyre North, which is a salt flat most of the time.”

As the little Cessna flew on, seemingly into oblivion, it cast a small shadow on the reddish-brown landscape below, giving Estella a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. She couldn’t help wondering where on earth she was taking her unborn child and how irresponsible it was to give birth so far from civilization. As frightening thoughts of what could go wrong went through her mind, she shuddered. This will either be the worst thing I’ve ever done, or the best. She put her hand on her tummy. I just pray for your sake, little one, that it’s the best. 


CHAPTER 4

The Cessna began to descend.

“That’s the Mungerannie Roadhouse down there,” Murphy said. “Smack in the middle of four deserts: the Tirari, Strzelecki, Simpson, and Sturt’s Stony Desert. We’ll be on the ground in a few minutes.”

Estella peered through the window. “This may seem like a silly question, but where are you going to land? I can’t see a runway.” She could just make out a building, which looked little more than a pebble in a barren landscape of red dust. As they descended farther, she could see the roof had been painted with the name Mungerannie in enormous white letters. Estella supposed it was for the sake of light aircraft, because the pilot could easily miss the roadhouse in such a vast area where everything seemed to meld into the landscape.

As they circled to land, she could see a dilapidated vehicle parked behind the roadhouse. It looked like it was buried up to its axles in dust. In Estella’s mind, its fate seemed to symbolise the destiny of everything foreign in the hostile surroundings of the outback, and her heart plummeted. She tried to imagine their landing and the wheels of Murphy’s plane sinking into the dust and panicked. Murphy saw the alarm in her features and smirked annoyingly. “You don’t need a fancy runway out here. The road does the job,” he said.

Estella’s eyes widened. “What road?”

“I suppose it’s a bit crook by London standards, but it serves the purpose.” His dark eyes glinted with amusement, but Estella was too terrified to appreciate his strange sense of humour. “Hold on,” he said.

“Oh, God!” she groaned, burying her face in her hands, as she waited for the moment of impact.

Estella felt the wheels touch the road, and the plane jostled and jolted over bumps and potholes before coming to a standstill amid clouds of choking, powdery dust, which dissipated in the hot wind. Murphy taxied to the front of the roadhouse. Apart from a few bone-jarring bumps, the landing hadn’t been as bad as Estella had feared, but nonetheless, her heart was racing and the palms of her hands were sweaty. She held Murphy responsible for part of her fear because he’d deliberately refrained from reassuring her.

When he turned the engine off, Murphy gave Estella a smug look, which angered her, but she chose to ignore him rather than give him the satisfaction of saying, I told you so. She was glad to stretch her legs, but the heat was suffocating. Even worse, as the dust diminished, they were set-upon by thousands of bush flies.

“Ugh,” Estella said, swatting furiously.

“You’ll soon get used to the blowies,” Murphy said. “I don’t know about you, but I’m starving. If we had more time, I’d get Hattie to rustle up a couple of kangaroo steaks.” Estella was horrified. She’d seen the furry animals from the plane window and thought they were delightful as they bounded across the open landscape. “Kangaroo steaks! You can’t be serious?”

“My oath, I’m serious. There are plagues of kangaroos out here, but they make good eatin’.”

“I’m not hungry, but I could do with a drink,” Estella said, trying to push the thought of eating kangaroo meat from her mind before she was sick.

Murphy turned towards the roadhouse. “I wouldn’t mind a beer myself, but that will have to wait until we get to Kangaroo Crossing.” He stopped and turned to her as if he’d had an afterthought. “You aren’t one of those strange people who don’t eat meat, are you?”

“No, but I’m not eating the wildlife.”

“Roo meat makes a change from beef and lamb. It’s amazing how quickly you get sick of the same thing.”

“I like a variety of vegetables.”

Murphy laughed. “There’s not much in the way of vegetables out here, certainly no variety, but there’s always plenty of grog.”

“Grog?”

“Beer.”

“I wasn’t referring beer when I said I was thirsty.” Estella gave up on her explanation, as Murphy was striding towards the roadhouse, leaving her to follow as best she could in her heels. The dust was littered with rocks, and she cringed at the thought of the damage they were doing to the heels of her expensive shoes. James had sold the fur coats and jewellery he’d bought her to pay off the back rent he owed on his office in the Edmund Foley building, but she had managed to salvage some of her good shoes and clothes.

The Mungerannie Roadhouse was little more than a corrugated shed with a veranda along the front, upon which three mongrel dogs were sleeping. They didn’t even lift their heads to see who was approaching and barely twitched as hundreds of flies crawled over them. The full-length window looked like it hadn’t been cleaned for years and was covered in a variety of stickers, advertising Nestlé’s Powdered Milk, Rosella Tomato Sauce, Amscol Ice Cream, Carter’s Liver Pills, and Bushells Tea. In a newspaper stand was a Don Bradman cricket poster that had yellowed in the harsh sunlight, another indication of the isolation and how rarely current news reached the outback roadhouse. There was even an advertisement for outback tours and the picnic races at Kangaroo Crossing. Estella was beginning to feel disheartened and wondered how she’d ever get used to living so far from civilization.

Murphy was about to open the fly screen door, when they heard piercing screams. A boy aged about seven and a girl about five, flew out the door. Estella soon spotted why the girl was screaming. The boy was carrying a snake. She was both horrified and relieved to see it was headless. They ran along the veranda, blood dripping from the snake, and disappeared around the side of the building.

“Watch it, you two,” Murphy called after them, as they’d nearly bowled Estella over.

“Who on earth could have killed that snake?” Estella asked.

“As the dogs are asleep, I’d say it was probably young Errol,” Murphy said. “It’s no big deal for him. He’s grown up killing King Brown and Tiger snakes.”

Estella was shocked. She’d read that their venoms were deadly.

“Don’t worry about the Watson kids. They’re a bit feral,” Murphy added.

“I heard that,” a woman growled from within the building. Estella’s eyes widened and she flushed, but Murphy only laughed.

“G’day, Hattie,” he said, ushering Estella inside. “What’s cooking?”

“Not a bloody thing! The darn generator is on the blink.” Hattie stepped from around a counter with a tiny baby cradled in one arm. It was naked, apart from a nappy, so Estella could see red lumps on its small face and body. Hattie had a broom in her free hand. Estella couldn’t help noticing how tired and dishevelled she looked. Perspiration trickled between her sagging breasts, and a toddler was hanging on her skirt, sucking his thumb. Hattie stared at Estella as if she were from Mars, and was about to say something when a ginger-haired boy about ten, with a face full of freckles, tore past her and headed for the door, shouting, “G’day, Murphy!” He wasn’t wearing a shirt, either, just a pair of shorts.

Murphy went to shout a greeting, but Hattie got in first. “I told you to finish your schoolwork, Barry. And put on a darn shirt.” To Estella’s surprise, her bellowing didn’t wake the sleeping baby.

“I done my work, Ma,” Barry yelled, racing after his brother and sister.

“You can’t have done it already,” Hattie shouted after him, but he was long gone. She shook her head. “He knows he burns like a cinder without a shirt, but ya can’t tell him,” she mumbled. “Yer right, Murphy. My kids are feral, and their bludger of a father is no help.”

“Where is Bluey?”

“What kind of question is that? The bludger’s where he always is, sleeping in the hammock out back while I look after five kids and everything else. God only knows how he finds the energy to get me pregnant.”

Murphy laughed, but Estella blushed. “Hattie, this is Estella Lawford. She’s the new vet.” His tone hinted that Estella wasn’t quite what he’d expected.

Hattie unashamedly looked Estella over, taking in the expensive skirt, which was lined with silk, and the long- sleeved blouse and high heels. “Strewth! I haven’t seen clothes like that in donkey’s years. You certainly don’t look like a vet,” she said tactlessly.

“Well, I’m not dressed for work, but believe me, I’m qualified,” Estella said defensively.

Hattie huffed, but she may as well have said, I’ll believe it when I see it. “I suppose you want a feed?” she said to Murphy.

“I’d love one, but we’ve only got time to refuel the plane, so I’ll have to wake Bluey. A couple of cold drinks would go down well, though.” He hurried out the back door.

“Perhaps you’d like a cup of tea, seeing you’re from England?” Hattie said, propping the broom in a corner. Estella wasn’t sure whether Hattie was being facetious or considerate, but remembered the powdered milk advertisement on the window and cringed at the thought of not having fresh milk. They’d had to use powdered milk after the war, and she’d hated it. “Ordinarily, I would, but it’s too hot for tea. I’d love a cold drink.”

“Did ya go to the young Queen’s coronation?”

Estella was surprised by the question, but Hattie seemed genuinely interested. “I did see her pass by in her carriage.”

“Fair dinkum? I’d have given anything to see that. Will ya take Lily for a minute while I give the generator a kick-start? It’ll take Murphy ten minutes to rouse Bluey. He got on the booze last night. Drinkin’ is about the only other thing he finds the energy for.”

Before Estella could protest or tell Hattie that she didn’t really want to hear the details of her personal life so soon after meeting her, baby Lily was bundled into her arms. Hattie picked up the toddler clinging to her skirt and disappeared out the back door.

Estella looked down in her arms at the sleeping baby who had begun to stir. She felt awkward holding her small, warm body, which was so limp, but the baby seemed content. Her blue eyes fluttered open, and she stared at Estella beguilingly. Estella panicked, thinking she’d start screaming for her mother. “Hello, Lily,” she whispered, instinctively rocking her. Lily didn’t whimper. “You’re a good baby, aren’t you?” Estella said, starting to relax. She frowned as she ran her finger over one of the hard lumps on her arm, which seemed to be a bite. She lifted one of Lily’s tiny hands and marvelled at the perfect little fingers. Her lashes were long and dark, an exquisite match for her hair, which swirled in damp, dark curls over her perfectly shaped head. Her nose was a sweet little button, and her rosebud lips seemed to purse at Estella. Lily sparked her curiosity about her own baby, as well as her maternal instincts. Despite her circumstances, she knew she was going to enjoy being a mother.

In the background, Estella heard some unladylike cursing, and then the generator came to life with a splutter, but the baby in her arms had captivated her complete attention.

Hattie came bustling back through straggly fly-streamers that filled the back doorway, the toddler trailing after her, crying.

“Fer goodness sake, Henry,” Hattie bellowed. “You are going down for your nap before you drive me crazy.” She picked up Henry, who seemed to be not much more than a year old. “Will ya be right with the baby for a minute, Estella? I’ll put her down as soon as I’ve got this one sorted.”

“I’m fine. She’s a very content baby.”

“She’s a little ripper. I just feed her, and she sleeps for hours if the flamin’ mozzies leave her alone.”

Mozzies! Estella realised the bites were from mosquitoes. She wondered if Hattie had a net over her cot. Glancing around the roadhouse, Estella noted the old chairs and tables with faded cloths and plastic salt and pepper shakers on them, and bowls of sugar that were attracting flies. Behind the counter was a large cooker, over which utensils were hanging. Everything seemed dusty. She hadn’t eaten all day, but she didn’t feel hungry. It was too hot to think about food. She glanced at the walls and noted that the only decoration, besides two rather drab paintings of the countryside, was sticky flypaper that looked months old.

When Hattie returned, Estella handed over the baby, who’d closed her eyes again. “Did you run the roadhouse while you were pregnant, Hattie?”

“Bloody oath I did.”

Estella’s eyes widened at Hattie’s language, but Hattie didn’t notice.

“I was cooking steaks for a bunch of shearers passing through when Lily decided it was time to be born. I went out the back to my bedroom, gave birth, and returned in time to turn the steaks over. They were slightly burnt, but the shearers were toasting the birth, so they didn’t mind.”

Despite the fact that Hattie was an acquired taste, Estella admired her resilience. “You’re marvellous,” she said.

“Nonsense,” Hattie said. “I suppose it would be nice to be pampered in confinement, but whose gonna do it around here? Certainly not that bludger I call me husband.”

“Taking on this roadhouse was rather brave of you,” Estella said, “especially if your husband isn’t much help.”

“We bought this place with Bluey’s brother and his wife, but once Bazza--that’s who my Barry was named after--got bored, he joined the army and was called up to fight in South Korea. That left us, or should I say me, to run things here.”

“Why don’t you sell up if you don’t like it?”

Hattie laughed. “This place has been on the market for four years. I think the ‘For Sale’ sign fell down two years ago, but I haven’t bothered to replace it. Who’d be stupid enough to take this on?”

Hattie poured Estella a big glass of water that looked slightly off colour. “I’ve only got bore water, and no ice today with the generator on the blink.”

“That’s all right,” Estella said, thirsty enough to drink muddy river water.

“If you’ve got flat shoes, I suggest you put them on,” Hattie said, glancing at Estella’s feet with a mixture of envy and disapproval. Her own feet were as broad as table-tennis paddles, and ensconced in well-worn sandals that looked one size too small. “And only wear cotton clothing if you can. It doesn’t stick when you sweat, like some of them other fabrics do.”

Estella had removed her jacket in the plane, but her white blouse did feel like it was clinging, and she longed to remove her nylon stockings.

“I think I will change my shoes,” she said, turning to go.

“Take this drink to Murphy, will ya?” Hattie said, pouring another glass. “I’ll put Lily down.”

Estella found Murphy beside the plane with another man, obviously Hattie’s husband, Bluey. She wasn’t surprised to see Bluey leaning on a forty-four gallon drum while Murphy furiously pumped fuel from the drum into the plane.

Bluey was a wiry man with frizzy, red hair and lots of freckles on his blotchy red skin. He was wearing a dirty pair of shorts and a sleeveless undershirt that looked like he hadn’t taken it off for months. He had nothing on his feet, which were the colour of the dust. When he turned to greet her, and smiled, Estella could see he had one front tooth missing.

“Strewth! You the new vet?” Bluey said with a lisp. His gaze roamed over her flagrantly, making her cringe.

“That’s right. Estella Lawford.”

“You didn’t mention she was such a good sort,” he said to Murphy, who ignored him. Estella was dismayed to see saliva spattering through the gap where his tooth should have been. She gave Murphy his drink and then climbed into the plane and opened her suitcase, removing flat, open-toed shoes and a short-sleeved cotton blouse. When she got out of the plane, the two older children were waiting for her.

“Do you want to see my lizards?” the girl asked.

“She don’t want t’see that ugly lizard of yours,” Errol said snidely.

“That’s enough, Errol,” Bluey said, “And you leave the lady alone, Jane.” He sprayed his words again.

“It’s all right,” Estella said wanting to get away from Bluey, who smelt of stale sweat and beer. The slightest odour seemed to turn her stomach. “I’d love to see your lizards, Jane.”

Jane gave Errol a smug look, and he stuck his tongue out and ran off. “Don’t be long, Estella,” Murphy said. “We have to take off in a few minutes.”

Estella didn’t reply. She was growing fed up with his impatience.

Estella followed the little girl to the side of the roadhouse, where she had a cage in the shade of the only tree for miles. Bluey’s hammock was also under the tree. It seemed to have a perfect imprint of his body in it, indicating he spent most of his life under the tree. The surrounding area was littered with beer bottles.

“What kind of lizards have you got, Jane?” Estella asked.

The fair-haired little girl put her chin down. “My sleepy ran away, but I’ve got a blue-tongue and a few skinks. Errol makes fun of my blue-tongue because he has no toes. I think he let my sleepy go on purpose.” Jane looked sad, giving Estella the impression that the little girl got quite a hard time from her older brother.

“Do you know I’ve never seen a real Australian lizard?” She’d seen pictures of them in books and plenty of specimens at the University, although none were Australian.

“Haven’t you?”

“No. Does your blue-tongue lizard have a name?”

“I haven’t thought of one.”

“How about Aussie?”

“Aussie?”

“He’s Australian, isn’t he? I don’t think they have blue-tongued lizards anywhere else in the world.”

“Don’t they?” Jane smiled. “Then I’ll call him Aussie.” She moved a small log in the cage and gingerly picked up the blue-tongued lizard by the back of the neck. His tongue darted out in protest. “Errol showed me how to pick up lizards when I was little,” she said quite proudly. Estella didn’t have the heart to tell her she was still little.

Smiling, Estella examined the lizard’s feet. “It appears his toes have been burnt off. He must have been in a bushfire.”

Jane gasped in amazement.

“Where did you find him?”

“A jackaroo gave him to me.”

“A jackaroo?”

“Yes, a stockman from Pandi Pandi. That’s a station.”

“Oh.”

“How do you know what happened to his toes?” The little girl examined the feet of the lizard with interest.

“Skin melts when it’s burned by fire. His toes have actually melted away, leaving scar tissue.” Estella pointed to the scarred skin.

“Did it hurt when it happened?”

“I’m sure it did.”

“Will his toes grow back?”

“No, Jane, but he’s very lucky to be alive. He must have tried to get out of the fire and either crossed ground that was smouldering, or was hiding in a log that caught fire.”

“What’s smould’rin’?”

“When the fire has gone, but the ground is still hot and burning.”

“Poor Aussie. He must be brave.” She put the lizard down and stroked his back before he scampered into his hiding place.

“He’s very brave, but now that he has a home here with you, he’ll be safe from fires.”

Jane smiled, and looked up at Estella, wide-eyed. “You must be real smart,” she said.

“I don’t know about that, but I went to school for a very long time to learn all about looking after animals. Are you old enough to go to school?”

“It’s too far to school from here, so we have ‘school of the air’. Do you want to see our radio? We talk to Ms. Simms on the radio. She’s in Marree.”

“I must change my blouse and shoes before Murphy gets grumpy,” Estella said, and the little girl giggled. “But if I have time, you can show me the radio.”

Estella had removed her nylon stockings, put on her flat shoes, and changed her blouse in the small bathroom at the back of the roadhouse when she heard Michael Murphy calling her. His tone was decidedly impatient. When she came out of the bathroom, the little girl was waiting for her.

“Murphy’s been calling you for a long time. I think he’s real mad.” Her eyes glinted conspiratorially.

Estella didn’t have the heart to ask why she hadn’t knocked on the door to tell her. “Oh dear, I had better go. Next time I’m here you can show me your radio and school work.”

Hattie followed Estella out to the plane with three of her children tagging along.

“While I think of it,” she said. “You don’t have something for ringworm, do you, Estella? Jane has one on her leg, and Errol has an itchy crotch.”

“Ma,” Errol said, horrified that his mother was discussing his private parts with a stranger.

“I’m a vet, Hattie. I treat animals, not children.”

Hattie blinked and her mouth dropped open, but Estella didn’t notice as she climbed into the plane.

As she buckled up ready for take-off, she noticed that Murphy was giving her a dark look.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, as they began to taxi down the road. She expected him to berate her for keeping him waiting.

“Surely you could have suggested something for the kids’ ringworm?”

Estella blinked in surprise. “I’m a veterinarian. I can’t treat children. I’d lose my licence.”

“You’ve got a lot to learn if you want to get on with people in the outback, Estella.”

“What do you mean?”

“Everyone does what they can to help each other out. Rules don’t always apply out here. Hattie has to call the flying doctor if one of her kids is sick, and she won’t do that unless it’s something serious. Ringworm won’t put her kid’s life in danger, but it’s a nuisance.”

Estella wasn’t sure it was right to bend the rules when she hadn’t even started practising. “Stop the plane,” she said, climbing out of her seat. She opened the door. Above the noise of the plane’s engine, she shouted, “Use sulphur powder for the crotch itch, Hattie. If you have some lavender oil, put that on Jane’s leg. I’ll see what supplies Ross Cooper left behind and send something down to you.”

“Hooroo,” Hattie shouted and waved as Estella closed the door, and the propeller of the plane sent up clouds of dust.

It was dusk as the Cessna approached Kangaroo Crossing. For the past half an hour, Estella had noticed that Murphy had grown increasingly surly. She became really confused when she heard him cursing under his breath as they circled the small town twice.

“What’s wrong?” Estella asked.

“Take a look at the runway,” he said between clenched teeth.

Estella looked out of the plane’s window. She could see a few buildings, but not a runway. The town appeared deserted apart from strange moving shapes in the dim light. “What is that down there?”

“Bloody kangaroos! Plagues of them come out at this time of night to feed. That’s why I didn’t want to waste time taking off this morning.”

Estella caught the accusation in his tone. “Surely the noise of the plane will frighten them away?” she said.

Murphy shook his head. “Even if it did, more would take their place before you could blink, and if I wait much longer to land, it’ll be too dark to see anything.”

“So, what do we do?”

“We have to land, and hope to God we don’t hit any of them.”

Murphy circled once more and flew over the runway as low as he could, hoping to scare them off. Estella saw them flee, but by the time Murphy had circled and come back, many more had taken their places.

“The light is fading fast,” he mumbled. “I have to land.”

Although she was scared out of her wits, Estella admired his courage. Her mouth had gone dry, and her stomach was churning in knots, but there was nothing she could do but put her life in his hands. She glanced at him. All she could see of him in the dim cockpit was his strong silhouette. He seemed confident, though he was obviously tense.

“Buckle up, and keep your head down,” Murphy said.

Estella went white. “Why?”

“Just do as I say.”

Estella fastened her seatbelt and put her head down in the crash position he’d demonstrated when she first boarded his plane. It hadn’t occurred to her that she’d have to put it into practise for a real emergency.

“Hold on,” Murphy said.

As the plane lined up with the runway and began to descend, kangaroos leapt in all directions. Murphy cursed. Curious, Estella looked up. She craned her neck to see the runway as the wheels touched the ground. She heard Murphy swearing as he swerved one way and then another. She felt bumps and thuds as the plane bounced and shuddered. Moving shapes flashed past the windows, and she screamed as something hit the side window, smearing it with blood. The following seconds felt like hours, until finally the plane came to a standstill.

Murphy turned to Estella. “I thought I told you to keep your head down. If a big roo had smashed the propeller and come through the window, you’d be ….” He turned ashen before Estella’s eyes.

With shaking hands, Estella struggled to undo her seatbelt. “Well, it didn’t, did it? So, stop worrying about what might have happened.” She just wanted to forget the whole thing. As far as she was concerned, the entire trip had been a disaster. If this incident was a prelude to the rest of her life, she’d didn’t know what she’d do.

Murphy’s anger turned to embarrassment. “It’s a bloody miracle it didn’t. I just hope there isn’t any damage to my plane, or we’ll all be grounded for months.” He got out of the plane and Estella followed, trailing after him as he inspected the landing gear and the fuselage, removing gruesome bits of animal limbs. There were one or two small dents in the fuselage, but Murphy seemed relieved they weren’t serious. When they got to the back of the plane, he and Estella looked down the dusty track that served as the runway. It was almost dark, but they could see the track was littered with carnage. It was a grisly sight.

“Oh, my God,” Estella said, covering her mouth with her hand before turning away to vomit. With nothing in her stomach, she retched painfully.

Murphy waited in silence until she composed herself, more convinced than ever that she’d never make a vet with such a weak stomach. “Welcome to Kangaroo Crossing,” he said. “Now you know how it got its name.”

Estella straightened up, and the blood seemed to drain from her head. She realised not eating all day had been foolish, and she should have had more to drink, as the heat had probably dehydrated her.

“I …should …sit down,” she tried to say.

“What was that?” Murphy asked.

Feeling herself going into a faint, Estella turned and reached out for Murphy. He managed to catch her just before she hit the ground.

“Great,” he said, lifting her into his arms. “The vet needs a doctor.”


CHAPTER 5

Kangaroo Crossing, Australia

Estella opened her eyes and found she was in a sparsely furnished room that was bathed in the soft glow of a kerosene lamp. There was an open window to her left, and, beyond, a myriad of twinkling stars in a sable sky. She’d never seen such a spectacular sight, and for a few moments it overawed her, but the stars reminded her that it was late, and she felt a moment of anxiety that she had no recollection of the hours that had passed since landing in Kangaroo Crossing.

Despite being dark, it didn’t feel any cooler, and not a breath of breeze stirred the limp curtains at the window. Estella was lying on top of the sheets on an iron bed, wearing only a sleeveless, cotton nightdress that barely reached her knees. She tried to sit up and cover herself, but flopped back against the pillows when her head swooned.

Glancing around the simply furnished room, Estella tried to recall how she came to be where she was, but her last memory was of alighting from Michael Murphy’s Cessna on a runway that was littered with carnage. Just thinking about the heat and flies, and the hair-raising landing that had left a wake of mutilated kangaroo carcasses made her shudder, and reminded her of how faint and sick she’d felt. She concluded she must be in Ross Cooper’s house, and that Michael Murphy had undressed her. “Oh, God,” she groaned as a mental picture ran through her mind.

A noise over her right shoulder startled Estella. She turned to see the door open and the smiling face of a young woman moving towards her.

“You’ve come back to us, Missus Lawford. I thought you was never gonna wake up.”

Estella stared at her in confusion.

The girl was Aboriginal, the first Estella had seen. She looked no more than eighteen or nineteen years old, but she was dressed in a nurse’s uniform. Although not pristine, it was complete with a white cap. Her ebony skin was glowing, and her dark eyes danced in the dim light. As Estella stared at her blankly, the girl plumped the slightly damp pillow behind her head.

Estella finally managed to say, “Are you a nurse?”

She had no idea the girl was used to such reactions, and that patients usually thought she was a ‘nurse’s aide’, the person who did all the unpleasant jobs. “That’s right, missus. My name is Kylie.”

“Kylie! I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that the way it sounded-- I’m just surprised to see a nurse. I thought I was somewhere else.”

Kylie looked at Estella sympathetically. She understood she was disoriented. “I’ve never heard the name Kylie before,” Estella said.

“In my language, a kylie is a boomerang. My mother said she called me Kylie because she hoped I’d always return, like the boomerang.” She laughed. “Do you feel better, Missus Lawford?”

“I feel fine,” Estella lied, determined to draw as little attention to her condition as possible. “And, please, call me Estella.”

“Do you remember fainting on Adelaide Street, Estella?” Kylie lifted her wrist to take her pulse rate.

“Do you mean on the runway?”

“Same thing,” Kylie said, shrugging.

Estella shook her head, thinking it was going to take some time to get used to a town that lacked the basic facilities she took for granted in London, like real streets, footpaths, and shops. That the town gave dusty tracks a street name was incredible. “I do vaguely remember feeling dizzy, but I’m sure it was the heat. Where am I, exactly?”

“You’re at the Inland Mission Hospital.”

“A real hospital in Kangaroo Crossing?”

“Yes, missus. The building has been here since 1882, although back then it was The Royal Hotel.”

“Hotel! This hospital was a hotel?” It seemed bizarre, but she had the uneasy feeling it wasn’t peculiar for Kangaroo Crossing.

“Yes, missus. The Kangaroo Crossing Hotel was built in 1845, but the Australian Inland Mission bought the Royal in 1923 and turned it into a base for the Royal Flying Doctor Service.”

“How did I get here …and who undressed me?”

“Murphy brought you in.” She giggled. “But I undressed you.”

“Not in front of him, I hope.”

Thinking Estella was joking, Kylie chuckled and shook her head.

Estella glanced at the nightgown she was wearing. When Kylie let go of her wrist to record her vital statistics on a chart, she self-consciously tugged at it.

“I know that nightgown is not exactly flattering, and a bit short on you,” Kylie said, laughing. “But it was the only one I could find. We rely on donations, and I can’t remember the last time we got any.” She poured a large glass of water from a pitcher near the bed and handed it to Estella. “You need hydrating, so drink plenty, missus. I’ll fetch you something to eat.” She went to the window and drew the curtains together, but Estella wished she hadn’t.

“Could you leave the curtains open?” she asked. “There’s no air in here, and I love looking at the stars.”

“I would, missus, but the damn mozzies will eat you alive.”

Estella groaned. “How many people live in Kangaroo Crossing?”

“I’ve never really counted the permanent inhabitants, but I’d say there’d be thirteen.”

“Thirteen!”

“If the Aboriginal wives and kids are about, there’d be at least twenty, and if you count the Aboriginal tribes that pass through, there’d be more.”

Estella was shocked. She knew nothing about tribes, but hadn’t imagined the town’s population was going to be so small. Certainly no one had warned her.

Kylie noted her expression. “Were you expecting more people to be livin’ here, missus?”

“Estella, please, and, frankly, yes. Especially because there’s a hospital and hotel and the services of a full-time vet are required.”

Kylie smiled. “There was once two stores, three pubs, a billiard room, a police station, a customs house, a blacksmith, baker, saddler, shoemaker, even a cordial maker and a Jockey Club. But that was when there was talk of the train coming through the town. It’s still a busy town, though, because there are lots of people out on the stations that use the town’s facilities, although Kangaroo Crossing is the most isolated town in Australia. The first store opened for drovers on the Diamantina Stock route in 1878.”

Estella closed her eyes and made a desperate attempt not to scream. How could a place where thirteen people lived be called a town? When she was able to speak without sounding totally at her wit’s end, she said, “Is Michael Murphy outside? I’d like to thank him for bringing me here.” She also intended to berate him for not telling her that Kangaroo Crossing was the most isolated town in Australia, with a population of little more than one family. Quite obviously her uncle hadn’t mentioned it to her aunt, either. Or if he had, her aunt hadn’t thought it important to tell her.

“No, Missus Estella,” Kylie giggled. “Murphy’s in the pub having a coldie.”

“A coldie?”

“A beer. After he dropped you here, he went straight over to the pub.”

Estella drew a mental picture of Michael Murphy depositing her at the hospital door like a bag of unwanted cast-offs and then hurrying over to the pub. Suddenly she didn’t feel so grateful any more. She couldn’t believe he hadn’t even had the common decency to stay and find out if she was all right.

While Kylie was out of the room, Estella drank the glass of water the young Aboriginal nurse had left her and then dressed herself into her own clothes, which she noticed were creased and slightly soiled. Feeling in need of a bath and something clean to wear, she suddenly wondered what Murphy had done with her suitcase. When Kylie came back carrying a tray, she was shocked to find Estella dressed and putting her shoes on.

“What are you doin’, missus? You should be restin’.” She frowned in concern. “Dr. Dan will be here in the morning. It’s best if he checks you out before you go.”

The last thing Estella wanted was for the doctor, or anyone else, to discover that she was pregnant. She planned to keep that information to herself for as long as she could. “I’m quite all right, Kylie. I just fainted because I’m not used to the heat, and I hadn’t eaten all day, which was silly of me.” She straightened up, and just for a moment felt woozy again. Luckily, Kylie was busy depositing the tray on the bed and hadn’t noticed. Taking half of the unappealing sandwich, Estella began eating it. “Is there no other staff here, Kylie?” she mumbled.

“No, missus, but that’s all right, cause there’s no other patients here, either.” The Aboriginal girl chuckled again, but as far as Estella was concerned, it was no laughing matter. She couldn’t help thinking about what might have happened if there’d been something seriously wrong with her, or the baby. “Surely you haven’t been left to run the hospital alone? Where is the doctor?”

“He’d be in the pub, missus.”

Estella gasped, unable to believe what she was hearing.

“I often run the hospital by myself, missus. Dr. Dan flies out to the stations regularly. If he needs to take a nurse, Nurse Betty goes with him, ‘cause I don’t like planes.”

“Nurse Betty! So there are other nurses and doctors?”

“No.” Kylie looked puzzled. “Only Nurse Betty, Dr. Dan, and me. Actually Betty should have retired a long time ago, but as I won’t go in planes, she can’t retire. I’m trying to recruit some of the local girls, but they know I didn’t have an easy time in the city, so it’s hard.”

Estella wasn’t sure what Kylie meant, but she was too preoccupied to delve into the details. “How do I get to the pub from here, Kylie?” Estella asked.

Kylie was momentarily startled and then laughed. “You won’t get lost in Kangaroo Crossing, Missus Estella.”

Estella wasn’t sure what she meant, but she headed for the door.

“Will you come back later, missus?” Kylie said, following her. “I’ll be here all night.”

“Perhaps,” Estella said, trying to placate the girl, who looked worried. As she went down the hallway, she noticed the hospital was indeed deserted. All of the rooms, apart from an office near the front door, were dark. The place seemed quite eerie. It suddenly occurred to her that maybe Kylie just wanted company.

Estella stepped outside into near pitch-blackness. The vast, clear sky was full of stars, but there was a new moon, which provided no light, and there were no street-lights. As she glanced around the so-caled town, she understood what Kylie had meant. There was no mistaking the pub. Light glowed in the windows. Deep voices and laughter spilled out through the open door, the only sound to break the silence of the night. In comparison, the rest of the town, which consisted of fewer than half a dozen buildings, looked like a ghost town--abandoned, unfriendly, and eerily silent, and it was too dark to see any houses nearby, although she could see one or two dim lights in the distance. She couldn’t see anything beyond the town, but she knew there was absolutely nothing out there. Or was there? Kylie had mentioned Aboriginal tribes. They must be out there--somewhere. Hoping they weren’t fierce, Estella shuddered.

Feeling weak, Estella munched on the stale cheese sandwich in her hand, which was as dry in her mouth as the powdery dust beneath her feet. As she walked towards the pub, she was puzzled by the handful of vehicles parked outside. They bore an obscure resemblance to the models of cars in England, but they’d obviously been modified to suit the terrain. A couple had front fenders missing, making them look more like buggies than motorcars, and others had bars across the front grill. One even had wire netting over the windscreen, which was spattered with an assortment of dead insects, some as big as a man’s splayed open hand.

As Estella passed between two vehicles, a dog lunged at her from the front seat of the vehicle on her right. It growled viciously, showing a clean set of canines and incisors. Startled, she dropped her partially eaten sandwich in the dust and fell back against the vehicle behind her, her heart racing. She realised she must have disturbed the dog while asleep, and he was as stunned and frightened as she was.

“It’s all right, boy,” she said soothingly, her heart continuing to thud. When the dog decided she wasn’t a threat, he wagged his tail and crawled down to the floor of the vehicle.

Estella took a deep, calming breath before making her way to the open doorway of the hotel, which was a long, single-storey stone building. A fan whirred in the ceiling of the bar, and she was assailed by the smell of cigarette smoke and stale beer. Although she’d opted not to have a stiff drink for the baby’s sake, she’d never felt more like a brandy in her life. As far as she was concerned, the past twenty-four hours had been hell.

Estella recognised the back of Michael Murphy, standing at the bar with three other men. She guessed the barman, who was listening intently to their conversation, and intermittently laughing with them, was her publican uncle, Charlie Cooper, but his appearance shocked her. She was sure he must be around fifty, but his greying hair, ruddy complexion, and wide girth made him look older. She was also disgusted to see that the undershirt he was wearing was almost the same colour as his tanned, leathery skin.

Estella cringed at the thought of her father being anything like Charlie Cooper, but couldn’t help searching for a resemblance to the photograph her aunt had given her. However, her attention was drawn to the men when she heard her name mentioned. She soon realised that she was the target of their jokes when she heard them referring to situations that she might find squeamish. She felt foolish and frustrated because she couldn’t explain that normally she didn’t have a weak stomach--and that she didn’t like the way she was any more than they did. She heard Michael Murphy mention an outback vet suffering airsickness, and anger surged through her when he roared with laughter and the other men joined him.

Estella half turned away. To have strangers poking fun at her hurt and humiliated her. Although she’d suspected as much, it was now obvious that she was going to have to prove herself, but at that moment she felt she didn’t have the strength or inclination to do so. If she had any say at all in the matter, she’d get out of Kangaroo Crossing as quickly as she could.

Estella was about to walk away when one of the men saw her and nudged Murphy, who turned and called out to her. All eyes turned in her direction, and the bar fell into silence. She still wanted to walk away, but his next words goaded her. Wearing an annoying smirk on his face, he said, “I didn’t expect to see you up and around so soon.”

Estella was sure she must have imagined the trace of guilt in his voice. “Why not?” She lifted her chin as she came towards him.

“You didn’t look too good a couple of hours ago.” He gave one of the men a sly sideways glance, and he turned away so that Estella wouldn’t see him smirk, but she knew that was exactly what he was doing. She could feel the others looking her over and imagined what they were thinking. That she was too young--too inexperienced--and worst of all, a city girl!

She couldn’t help feeling defensive. “Really? Were you concerned?” Murphy was surprised by the question.

“Yes, of course,” he said.

Liar, Estella thought. “And yet you couldn’t spare a few minutes to cross the road to see how I was?”

Murphy seemed bewildered by her comment, and the other men were gaping at him. “You only fainted,” he said, smirking again. “I’m fairly certain that’s not life-threatening.”

Estella fumed, but Murphy folded his arms and cocked one fair brow, glancing at the men on either side of him. She wondered why he hadn’t introduced her to them, but she’d be damned if she’d introduce herself. She was the only ‘lady’ in the room, and she had some dignity left.

“It seems our new vet can’t stand the sight of blood,” Murphy said.

This time the men openly sniggered, and Estella’s vivid green eyes flashed angrily, but she remained determined not to let them see that she was hurt or cross.

“That’s not true. I fainted because I hadn’t eaten all day, and I’m not used to the heat.”

“Then how are you going to cope with life out here?” a man farther along the bar asked. “It gets bloody hot.”

Estella had the distinct impression that although the men had been laughing at her suspected frailties, when it came down to it, they were more concerned about whether she was capable of looking after their livestock. She trusted her own ability and knew if she didn’t feel so out-of-sorts, she’d appear more confident. “I’m sure I’ll acclimatize,” she replied. For the first time she wondered if women weren’t allowed in the bar, but it didn’t seem the right time to ask.

“Yer kinda young to be a vet,” the same man said, “and not exactly robust.” His tone and unguarded appraisal made her feel like one of his cattle. Estella had expected her age and lack of experience to come under scrutiny, but she was stunned that someone would comment on her stature. As far as she was concerned, that was going too far.

“I studied for years to get my degree,” she said, determined they wouldn’t belittle her. “And I’m stronger than I look. Normally.”

The men looked unimpressed, and Estella found she was suddenly quite weary. It had been an interminably long day, and she didn’t feel like fending off personal attacks. “Where is my suitcase, Mr. Murphy?”

“I have it,” Charlie Cooper said, producing it from behind the bar.

“Thank you,” Estella said. Michael Murphy reached for it, but Estella insisted on taking it herself. She thought now was as good a time as any to show these men she wasn’t a weakling. She felt light-headed again, but she willed herself not to pass out.

She was about to leave, when one of the men farther along the bar caught her attention. He loudly demanded another beer, even though he was so intoxicated he could barely stay upright. Estella was appalled. She was thinking that he was a disgrace, when Charlie addressed him.

“I think you’ve had enough, Dan,” he said in a hushed voice, but Estella heard him, and her eyes widened.

“Surely you’re not Dr. Dan?” The drunken man turned towards the sound of her voice.

“That I am,” he slurred. He tried to focus on her, but he was too inebriated. He leant his elbow on the bar to support his head, but it slid from under him, and his head hit the bar with a sickening thud that made Charlie flinch. After a moment, he lifted himself up on two elbows and cursed.

“My God,” Estella said, thinking of their terrifying landing. “We almost crashed today. Our lives could have been in your hands.” She was actually thinking aloud, but the men heard her.

“Ye didn’t tell us that, Murphy?” one of the men said.

“It was dusk, so our landing was a bit rough because of the roos.” Murphy glared at Estella.

She didn’t understand why he was playing down their terrifying ordeal, or looking at her as if she’d just said something she shouldn’t have. “As far as I’m concerned, we were very fortunate to escape without injury. I know I only fainted, but what if I had been seriously ill?” Estella heard a small voice in her head warning her not to become overly emotional and irrational, but she ignored it.

“If you were seriously ill in any other town, you’d probably have cause for concern. Luckily for you we have medical facilities in Kangaroo Crossing,” retorted Murphy. When Estella glanced at the doctor and her eyes narrowed, he added, “Dr. Dan is off duty, so no one here begrudges him a drink.”

“And I’d like ‘nother one,” Dan interjected, but no one took any notice.

“He’s had more than a drink,” Estella said, ignoring the doctor. “He’s had a skin-full. As the only doctor in town, his behaviour is nothing short of irresponsible.”

“We’re lucky to have a doctor,” a short man with a beard said. “There’s not another one for hundreds of miles.”

“You should rethink your estimation of good fortune,” Estella said, scowling at the doctor. “Surely you don’t expect Kylie to know what to do in an emergency. She’s little more than a girl.”

The men, including Michael Murphy, glared at Estella resentfully. “She’s a fully trained bush nurse and more than capable,” the nearest man said. “As for Dr. Dan, patients for hundreds of miles around rely on him. Matter of fact, there’s many who owe their lives to him.”

Estella looked sceptical.

“Who are you to come here and criticise the way we do things?” an old-timer at the bar said.

“I’m sure you have wives and children,” Estella said, glancing again at the doctor, who had slumped to the floor and fallen asleep. “Would you put their lives in this man’s hands?”

“I have grandchildren, and, yes, I would.”

“Personally, I wouldn’t trust him with a sick cat.” As if to punctuate Estella’s words, the doctor began to snore loudly.

“I’m not sure I’d trust you with a sick cat,” Teddy Hall, the youngest of the group, said. “And I hate cats. Dr. Dan delivered my three young ‘uns, and my Annie wouldn’t trust anyone else.” He remembered that Dan had been a little under the weather on all three occasions, and that Betty had actually done most of the work, but he wouldn’t admit it to the woman before him.

“You’re not much more than a girl, yourself,” another man said. “But you expect us to trust you with our livestock--which are our livelihoods.”

“I can assure you, if I’m anywhere near your animals, I’ll have my wits about me,” Estella said. The men huffed, but it was obvious they were not going to welcome her with open arms.

“At least we had the sense to agree that your position here is temporary, until we get a full-time replacement for Ross Cooper,” Teddy Hall said.

Estella felt like she’d been knocked flat on her back, and it showed in her features. She glanced at the barman, and he saw her bottom lip quiver and panicked. “I’m Charlie, Charlie Cooper,” he said. He looked at Estella meaningfully, and she gathered he wasn’t going to introduce himself as her uncle, or clarify what Teddy Hall had just said.

“You must be exhausted?” He glanced at the men, hoping to convey that Estella was too fatigued to know what she was saying. “I’ll show you to your accommodations,” he said, coming from behind the bar. He had been going to offer her a room in the hotel for the night, but thought better of it. He didn’t want her to hear what the men would undoubtedly say about her next. After her remarks, there wasn’t the slightest chance any comments would be flattering.

“How courteous of you,” one of the men said sarcastically.

“I need some air,” Charlie said defensively, his only objective to get Estella out of the pub before the whole truth came out.

Estella suddenly felt overwhelmed with weariness, and to complete her misery, she had the added sense of not being wanted or belonging anywhere. If the people in Kangaroo Crossing didn’t want or trust her, there was little hope of finding a position in the city, even if she had the money to get there. She had never felt more dejected or alone. She turned for the door. Charlie caught up with her and took her suitcase, which she gratefully relinquished because she felt too weak to carry it far.

As soon as they were on the veranda, Estella turned on Charlie Cooper. “Why wasn’t I told the position here was temporary?”

Charlie led her a few feet away, where their conversation wouldn’t be overheard.

“I would never have come this far had I known,” Estella added, fighting tears.

“I only suggested you were a temporary fill-in for Ross so that the townsfolk would agree to a woman vet. Country folk are a bit backward in their thinking. I explained that to Flo.”

“Well, she didn’t tell me that.”

“The line was bad when we spoke. Maybe she didn’t hear me.”

“Oh, great! Is there anything else she didn’t hear?”

“Things will work out, you’ll see. Just give it time.” Charlie looked sheepish. “But Estella, you won’t make friends in this town if you start by criticising.” He took her arm as they began to walk, and she stumbled in the darkness. It was so dark that Estella had no idea how Charlie knew where he was going.

“Everything I said was true. When I think about what could’ve happened to me, or my baby, if our landing had been any more hair-raising than it was ….” Her eyes filled with tears.

“I don’t think it’s wise to let the townsfolk know of your delicate condition, not just yet, anyway. I know it can’t be avoided for long, but let’s see how things go for a while.”

“I agree, but I can already see how things are going to proceed. It will take a miracle for them to accept me. I don’t think this was such a good idea, Charlie.”

“If you’re anything like Ross, you’ll make an excellent veterinarian. You have to understand that Ross was beloved by the townsfolk. Anyone would have a hard time filling his shoes.”

“Even his …daughter?” Estella found it strange to say it aloud. She just couldn’t relate to Ross Cooper as her father. He was a stranger and would remain so.

Charlie refrained from answering. He was thinking about the way Caroline had left Ross. Ross had been devastated, and the close-knit community held a deep resentment towards her. They believed she hadn’t given Ross--or the town--a fair go. Unfortunately for Estella, most of them had long memories.

“They do know that Ross had a daughter, don’t they, Charlie?”

Charlie didn’t know what to say.

“Charlie?”

“No, they don’t, Estella. Ross never told anyone but me. When he found out your mother wanted a divorce so that she could marry someone else, he was devastated. When she told him that she wanted you raised as her new husband’s child, I thought it would kill him. How could he share the joy of having a daughter when you were never going to be his?”

Estella was shocked.

“We will tell them, Estella, but I thought if the townsfolk got to know you as a person before they knew your real identity, they’d accept you on your own merits.”

“Well, that idea hasn’t gotten me off to a good start, has it?”

“To help yourself, Estella, try to accept the way things are done in the bush.”

Estella wasn’t sure she could, but she knew she had to try. “It would have been helpful if I had known the truth from the beginning. I wasn’t told my position was temporary. I wasn’t told how small the town is. Quite frankly, I was expecting a decent-sized town, so you can imagine my surprise and horror when Kylie told me the population is only thirteen.”

“Is that all it is?” Charlie said, scratching his head. “So many of the people from the stations come and go, that I hadn’t noticed. Not that I can count real good. Ross had all the brains in the family. I played hooky from school all the time, so I didn’t learn much.”

“And yet you run a business?”

“Anyone can pour beer.”

“What about the bookkeeping?”

“I don’t do any bookwork.”

“Then who does it?”

“Marty Edwards.”

“I didn’t know you had a partner?”

“I don’t. Marty owns the store in town.”

“And you trust him to do your books?”

“’Course I do. He’s a mate.”

“Charlie! How can you be so naïve?”

“What do you mean? Marty’s ridgy-didge.”

“What does that mean?”

“True-blue, as honest as the day is long.”

Estella felt exasperated. “My husband is—was—a solicitor. A lot of his clients are people who trusted friends.”

“That’s city folk. Country people are reliable.”

“People are people, but never mind. What about the money for drinks?”

“What about it?”

“Don’t you have to count it?”

Charlie laughed. “Everything goes in the book.”

Estella wasn’t sure she’d heard correctly. “Are you saying your customers don’t pay for drinks?”

“’Course they do, eventually.”

“That’s a terrible way to run a business.”

“It’s the only way in the outback. All businesses operate like that. They wouldn’t survive otherwise.”

“I don’t know how they continue to exist like that.”

“The station owners pay their hands monthly unless there’s a bad drought, and then they get paid whenever the stock gets to market, if any survive the drought. When they settle up with me, Marty helps out.”

Estella shook her head. She couldn’t comprehend how things were done in the bush. “So, you haven’t got a clue how your business is doing?”

“Marty keeps me up to date.”

Estella huffed.

“I know what goes over the bar, Estella.”

She patted his wide girth. “And I can see where any profits go.”

This time Charlie huffed with indignation. “Everything here is strange to me, but I’ll say no more,” Estella said.

It was so dark that they were upon the small cottage before Estella saw it. Charlie climbed a couple of steps onto a veranda and opened the front door, which Estella noticed hadn’t been locked. He reached inside and pulled the light cord. When light flooded out through the open door, Estella was astonished. “There was a lamp burning in the hospital, so I thought perhaps the town didn’t have electricity,” she said.

“’Course we do. The hospital has trouble making what little government funding they get stretch to cover utilities, so they use kerosene lamps to cut costs.”

Estella groaned. “Don’t tell me they actually pay Dr. Dan a salary?”

Charlie frowned. “Dan has his demons, Estella, but he’s a good doctor.”

Estella bit her bottom lip and followed him inside. She was overwhelmed by a musty smell that turned her stomach. For a few moments, she gazed around her and couldn’t believe what she was seeing.

“I haven’t been able to get anyone in to clean,” Charlie said. “There’s usually some Aboriginal women around, but they’ve gone walkabout, and I wouldn’t know where to start.” He’d mentioned the cleaning to a couple of Aboriginal women before they went walkabout, but they hadn’t been interested. By the time he thought of offering them an incentive, they’d gone.

Estella’s eyes darted around the room. Cobwebs. Dust. Dead insects. The place was absolutely filthy. As she continued to look through the rooms, her emotions overwhelmed her, and she had to brush the tears away.

As his niece surveyed months of build-up, Charlie looked uncomfortable. Everything was just as Ross had left it when he’d been called to treat an injured colt. He’d always been clean and tidy and well-organised, but it didn’t look like it now. Charlie followed Estella through to the kitchen, as she glanced at the mouldy remains of food scraps on the table and the dirty dishes on the sink. She jumped when she thought she saw something dart into a corner. “Ugh!” she said, squeezing her eyes shut, and covering her mouth and nose with her hand. “Hasn’t anyone been in here since Ross died?”

“To be honest, no. I haven’t been able to bring myself to sort through his things, so everything is just as it was. I was thinking …hoping …you’d do it.”

Estella was astonished. She turned to glare at him. “I didn’t even know him. How can you expect me to sort through his possessions?”

Charlie shrugged. He couldn’t find the words to explain that he and Ross had been best mates, as well as brothers. When Ross died, he felt as if he’d lost half of himself, which was why he hadn’t been to the house since the funeral. He’d been afraid he’d break down, and that was something he couldn’t face.

Looking around her in horror, Estella pictured her lovely home in Mayfair. Every time she thought of what James had done to her, she became livid. His infidelity had not only broken her heart, it had ultimately reduced her to living in squalor. Self-pity and fatigue overwhelmed her, and she began to cry.

Charlie didn’t know what to do. “Perhaps you’d like to be left alone,” he said, retreating. He’d limited his experiences with white women to nothing deeper than friendship, casual fun, or a frolic between the sheets, so he felt totally inadequate to deal with real grief and tears, especially as he couldn’t cope with his own. The tribal women he knew were uncomplicated creatures. He didn’t have to pretend he understood their culture or spirituality, and they didn’t expect him to.

“Yes,” Estella said, feeling sick again. “Please go.” She desperately needed a shoulder to cry on, but she could see by the look of alarm on Charlie Cooper’s face that he was no more capable of comforting her than she was of looking at the bright side of her circumstances, which she considered catastrophic.

“If you’re sure?” he said.

She nodded. He deposited her suitcase just inside the bedroom door. “If you need anything, I’ll be in the pub” were his departing words.

“If I need anything,” Estella mumbled, crying and laughing in a state of mild hysteria. The horror of knowing she had no money and nowhere else to go hit her like a flying brick. “God help me! I’m stuck in this forsaken dot in the landscape,” she said. “And the townsfolk don’t even want me here, and now I’m talking to myself. I didn’t think things could get any worse.” She cried and cried, until she had no more tears to cry.

Estella stepped outside, where she took deep breaths to stave off the urge to retch, but it didn’t work. The stench of the house was in her nostrils, and she heaved violently. Charlie was nowhere to be seen--not that she’d be able to see him in the pitch dark--but she had no doubt he had returned to the pub as fast as he could. When she managed to take a few deep breaths without wanting to vomit, she glanced around, trying to get her bearings. She thought she could make out the lights of the pub in the distance. Leaving her suitcase behind, she began walking.

After stumbling into bushes and stubbing her toe on a rock, Estella finally neared the main street, such as it was. She hadn’t been able to shake the feeling that she was being stalked and stopped several times to glance behind her. She thought she saw the glowing eyes of an animal, possibly one of the local’s pets, a dog or cat, but it disappeared, and she pressed on.

There was still one vehicle parked outside the pub, so Estella was hesitant to go in and ask her uncle for a bed for the night. She imagined the other men discussing her with their wives at home and felt sick again. Turning, she glanced at the hospital, and remembered that Kylie had asked her to come back.

Estella was so exhausted, mentally and physically, that it took real effort to stay upright when she entered the hospital. Kylie was happy to see her, until she saw the state she was in. She’d been dozing in a chair in an office near the front door. The nights always seemed infinitely long when she had no patients, but Dr. Dan insisted someone must be on duty at all times. Kylie took one look at Estella and gently berated her for leaving her care. In a few minutes, Estella was undressed again and put in a clean bed, grateful, but barely aware that the young nurse had washed her hands and face.

Sometime later, Estella was awoken by a loud crashing sound. Half dazed, she stumbled out of bed and peered down the hallway. At the far end, in a pool of light near the front door, she could see Kylie bent over something on the floor. Without thinking, she went to her aid.

“What’s happened?” she asked, looking over Kylie’s shoulder. Two feet, one missing a shoe, protruded into the hallway from an office, and books and files were strewn over the floor.

“It’s only Dr. Dan,” Kylie said, examining a nasty cut near his eye.

“What happened to him?” Estella asked, still half asleep.

“He fell into the filing cabinet. He’s gonna have quite a shiner in the morning.”

Remembering how drunk Dan had been, Estella straightened up in disgust and watched as Kylie struggled to lift him.

“You should leave him where he is,” Estella said.

Ignoring her, Kylie took him by the arms and struggled to drag him further into the office, where Estella noticed a mattress on the floor in the corner. Although she would have left him where he’d fallen, Estella bent to help Kylie. Between the two of them, they got him onto the mattress, obviously put there for just that purpose. Kylie removed his one shoe and put it aside.

“He’s an absolute disgrace,” Estella mumbled.

Kylie looked sad as she gazed down at him. “Don’t be too hasty to judge him, missus,” she said. “He’s a gifted doctor, and he has a heart of gold.”

“He’s an alcoholic,” Estella said. “And unfit to see patients. Someone should report him.”

Kylie glanced up, her big brown eyes doleful. “He’s a very competent doctor, missus. If I didn’t think so, I wouldn’t be here.” She looked down at Dr. Dan, who even in sleep didn’t look at peace. “He deals with his loneliness as best he can.”

Estella shook her head. “Surely, everyone out here is lonely.”

Kylie frowned at her, completely bewildered by such a notion. “No, missus,” she said. “You just have to like your own company.”

Estella was baffled. It was all too much, so she went back to bed.


CHAPTER 6

The noise of a truck engine and voices awoke Estella. The curtains were still drawn, but the dazzling sun was bursting through at the edges, framing the window in a halo of golden light. She knew it must be early, and yet it was stiflingly hot.

Turning, Estella was startled to see a man standing at the end of her bed, examining her chart intently. For a moment she was confused about his identity. It wasn’t until he turned his head and she saw the plaster and bruising near his left eye, that she realised it was Dr. Dan. To her utter disbelief, he bore very little resemblance to the drunken man she’d seen in the pub at The Crossing Hotel the previous evening.

Dressed in a predominantly brown, short-sleeved, checked shirt, and casual beige trousers with a black belt, Dr. Dan looked like an entirely different person. Clean-shaven, and with his hair combed, it was hard to see him as the scruffy, drooling alcoholic who’d collapsed amid cigarette butts on the bar room floor. Nevertheless, Estella was a little surprised by his neat but casual attire. In recent weeks she’d read many books on cattle farming that contained photographs, and he looked more like one of the stockmen in the photos than a physician. His tanned face and brown forearms, which were covered in sun-bleached golden hair, gave the impression he spent more time outdoors than in the hospital. Glancing at her own arms, which were an insipid white, Estella felt self-conscious. She looked as if she’d been in bed for months, and yet the previous night it had been the doctor who looked as if he had no more than months to live. Actually, nothing about him corresponded with the man who’d collapsed drunk in the hall of the hospital. That man could have been a vagrant, on the wrong side of fifty. In the light of a new day, clean and sober, Dr. Dan didn’t look much older than his late thirties. “What a difference a day makes,” Estella muttered under her breath.

Dan glanced up and smiled, and Estella noted several small scars on his face and forehead, no doubt wounds from other drunken misadventures. “Good morning,” he said, glancing again at her chart. “I’m sorry, it doesn’t say here, is it Ms. or Mrs. Lawford?”

“Estella.”

“Oh!” Dan Dugan caught the hurt and defiance in her features, but he was too private a man to pry into other people’s affairs. “Estella it is. I’m Dan Dugan, resident doctor, but Dan is just fine. How are you feeling today?” His tone was soft and his words articulate. If he’d heard her earlier remark, it wasn’t evident.

As she’d been with his appearance, Estella was surprised by his cheerfulness. She hadn’t expected to see him at all, but in the event their paths did cross before she left the hospital, she had been expecting a surly disposition due to a dreadful hangover and discomfort from the bruising and swelling around his eye.

“I feel fine …thank you,” she said guardedly. She couldn’t help noticing that he was regarding her with genuine interest, or that his eyes were a subtle green, which made his expression seem gentle and empathetic, with a hint of vulnerability. She was sure there was no recognition from their brief meeting the previous night. “Actually, I’m ravenous,” Estella found herself admitting. She was hungrier than she’d been in weeks, and it occurred to her that it was the first morning for a long time that she hadn’t awoken feeling nauseous.

“That’s always an encouraging sign. You seem to be in good health, perhaps a little tired after your long journey from England, but that’s to be expected, isn’t it?”

Estella was surprised he knew a little of her history. “I suppose so.” She felt good, and although she didn’t yet respect Dr. Dan’s opinion, it was still reassuring to hear him say that she was in good health.

Dan Dugan gazed at her intently for a few moments, and Estella squirmed, wondering whether he knew she was pregnant. But then she rationalised that it must have taken hours to get into the sorry state he’d been in last night, which ruled out the possibility that he’d examined her. “Did I hear a truck?” she said, hoping to avert his attention.

“Yes, it’s the mailman, Wally Gee, or Wags, as the locals call him.”

Her eyes widened. “Surely a town this small wouldn’t need a truck to deliver its mail.”

Dan laughed. “Wally delivers everything from small livestock to baked beans, not only to the town, but to all the surrounding stations.” He put the chart down. “He covers a territory of hundreds of miles.” Coming to the side of her bed, Dan looked into the bottom lids of Estella’s eyes. “You are a little pale this morning, but there’s no sign of anaemia.”

“There’s not much sun in England,” Estella said, self-consciously trying to cover her arms.

“And yet you English ladies are far more conscientious about protecting your delicate hides, which is obviously why you have such lovely, youthful skin.” Estella was a little taken back by his remark. It seemed inappropriate, but he looked unconcerned.

“You’ll know what I mean when you visit the stations, and see the women out there. I’ve seen lizards with better skin than some of them. Of course, it’s not their faults. Some of them have no choice but to work alongside their husbands. Times are very difficult. The secret is to cover up when you’re out in the sun. As for the reason you fainted, I’d say it was because you were cramped in a plane for too long, and your circulation and hydration were affected.”

“I was airsick and hadn’t eaten all day, which wouldn’t have helped.”

“No, it wouldn’t have, but as long as you keep drinking fluids and have a good breakfast, you’ll be none the worse for all the travelling you’ve done.” He turned towards the foot of the bed. “Speaking of breakfast, what would you like?”

“What’s on the menu?”

“Menu!” He grimaced. “What we have on offer wouldn’t be worth putting on a menu. Let’s see. We have porridge and toast and marmalade, and you’re in luck, because at least three of the chickens have produced this morning, so there are eggs if you fancy them, and of course, tea?”

“It’s too hot for porridge, but toast and marmalade would be nice. I’d also like white tea, but only if there’s fresh milk available.”

“We have very fresh milk, thanks to Gertrude out the back.”

“You have a cow?” Estella was delighted.

Dan laughed. “Gertrude is a nanny goat, and a cantankerous one at that. But she eats less than a cow, and her milk is just as nutritious. It’s also easily digested and keeps better, as well.”

Estella had never had goat milk before. Frankly, she wasn’t sure how she felt about it.

“I’ll have your breakfast ready in a minute,” Dan said.

“Surely you’re not going to make it, are you?”

“Yes, Kylie’s been on duty for more than twelve hours, so I’m sure she’s tired, and there’s no one else.”

Apart from being surprised there wasn’t any domestic staff in the hospital, Estella felt a fraud, as she wasn’t really sick. “I can do it,” she said, turning to get up.

“You stop right where you are. It’ll be snowing in Kangaroo Crossing before we make the patients tend themselves, and that’s about as likely as a Bunyip playing Santa Claus.”

“But I’m ….”

“No buts.”

Estella could see she was beaten. “Who does the cleaning and washing? There must be so much.”

“A local woman, but Kylie and I usually share the cooking duties. Sometimes we have help in the kitchen, but not today.”

“What about Nurse Betty?”

Dan smiled. “Betty is nearly seventy years old.”

Estella was astonished. “Kylie told me she still goes with you out to the stations.”

“She does, sometimes, but not really in an official capacity. The women and children out there love to see her, even if it’s just for a chat and a cuppa, and sometimes that’s all the medicine they need. She should be putting her feet up, but she likes to feel useful, and I can’t take that away from her, especially as she’s so good at keeping the hospital books and tending the radio.” He glanced at his watch. “She’s as regular as clockwork, so if you’re still here in half an hour, you’ll meet her. Actually, we don’t usually have patients overnight. Any serious accidents or illnesses are flown to Melbourne, Adelaide, or Alice Springs. We tend a fair number of Aboriginal people, but they won’t stay overnight unless they’re really sick, so most of the work we do is on an outpatient basis. To be honest, the hospital is barely surviving. Funding is limited and we’ve had to spend what little we’ve had this year on water, because of the drought.”

“Oh, dear. I’m afraid my stay is only going to add to your problems.”

“Why is that?”

“I may not have enough money to pay my bill until I get some work.”

Dan laughed, making Estella feel embarrassed. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I can see I’ve made you feel uncomfortable. It’s just that …we rarely get paid in cash for our services.”

Estella couldn’t help looking surprised.

“Kylie tells me you are our new vet,” Dan said.

“That’s right.”

“I hope you didn’t take the position because you thought you’d make a lot of money. I think Ross Cooper died with a small fortune owed him. In fact, you are just as likely to be given a leg of lamb or a dozen eggs in payment for your services, which isn’t so bad when you think about it. I have a cupboard full of boomerangs, spears, and animal skins. I keep saying I’m going to take them to Adelaide and sell them. The money would come in handy.”

“I didn’t expect to make a fortune, but I had hoped to earn enough to pay my bills and live.”

Dan smiled and shrugged. “Let’s hope you do.” Estella could hardly believe he was the same drunken man she’d met in the bar of The Crossing the previous night. He seemed so thoughtful and professional. And yet he was the same man. “How are you this morning?” she asked.

“Me?!” Dan looked momentarily puzzled, before a flicker of embarrassment crossed his features. “Oh, you’ve noticed this.” His hand went to the plaster near his eye. “It’s nothing. I’m a bit clumsy sometimes, especially when I’m tired, which is nearly all the time.” He smiled stiffly, then went to the window and opened the curtains. Estella squinted, as glaring sunlight flooded into the room, along with several large blowflies. She could see the truck outside the store, a dilapidated vehicle that didn’t look like it would make it a mile up the road. Several men were standing around it. Estella recognised Charlie Cooper and Michael Murphy. They were unloading boxes of goods and bags of food supplies. A young woman appeared at the rear of the truck, calling out instructions. “It will be wonderful having a new face in town,” Dan said. “Allow me to officially welcome you to Kangaroo Crossing.” He turned. “Even if you don’t get paid much, your services will be greatly appreciated.”

Estella felt grateful that at least one person in town was welcoming her. That it was Dan Dugan, the only person she’d openly scorned, made her feel ashamed. “Thank you,” she whispered. “But I believe the position is only temporary.”

Dan looked startled. “The townsfolk are lucky to have you, and frankly very optimistic if they think they’ll find another replacement for Ross Cooper, who has been sorely missed. Not only was he a good vet, but a real bush character, and one of the best friends a man could ask for. I should know how hard it is to get trained professionals to work in outback Australia. I’ve been after an assistant for years, with no luck.”

“I suppose professionals don’t see much of a future in such a small town.” She wondered if this was his problem--that he hated being in Kangaroo Crossing--so he drank to console himself. If it was, she thought he was weak-willed, because others must feel the same, and yet they coped.

“The town may be small, but the surrounding community couldn’t survive without it, and there’s so much that needs doing to meet all their needs.”

Estella thought she caught a hint of bitter resentment.

“But out here, the isolation can take its toll.” A flicker of pain crossed Dan’s features, and Estella was convinced she was right. He was one of those people.

“You have to be a certain kind of person to be able to handle it,” he said, glancing through the window.

“How do you know if you’re that kind of person?”

“You don’t. Only time will tell, and out here time seems interminable.”

Dr. Dan left the room, and Estella thought about his situation. She wondered if he felt trapped because he couldn’t get a replacement. She hoped that didn’t happen to her. She imagined herself years from now, after saving enough money for herself and her child to leave, being trapped. Shuddering, she pushed the thought from her mind.

A few moments later, Kylie came in wearing a red cape around her shoulders. Estella was a little taken back by the informality she observed. After all, there was no matron to insist upon regulation uniform, and Dr. Dan wore casual attire. “Are you going off duty?” Estella asked.

“Yes, in a few minutes. What was Dr. Dan’s diagnosis?”

Estella smiled. “I’m fit and healthy, but I could’ve told him that.”

“It’s always comforting to hear it from an expert, though, isn’t it, Missus Estella?”

Estella nodded. “Where did you do your training, Kylie?”

“In the city, missus, at the Royal Adelaide Hospital. I was the first Aboriginal to do it, but there have been two more since. Phyllis Edwards, who runs the store with her father, Marty, has taught three other Aboriginal girls to read and write, but I can’t get them to sit the test. I won’t give up trying, though. We could use more staff.”

Estella guessed that it had been Phyllis she saw at the back of the truck. “You can’t be as young as you look, which isn’t a day over nineteen,” she said.

“I’m twenty-three.”

Estella was startled.

“If I still lived with my people on the Nepabunna Mission, I would’ve had five or six children by now.”

Estella gasped.

“In our culture, a girl is pregnant by her second or third menstrual cycle.”

“Surely it’s illegal to marry so young?”

“They rarely marry, missus, not in the way you know it. The father could actually be one of several lovers from the tribe.”

Estella couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

“Things are different in Aboriginal society to what you know, missus. The family unit is different. Members of the clan help raise the children, regardless of who they belong to.”

Estella realised she was quite ignorant about different cultures, certainly the Australian Aboriginal culture. “You said something last night about there being Aboriginal wives and children from the town. Did you mean there have been interracial marriages?”

“That’s right, missus. There’s a real shortage of white women in the bush, so it’s not uncommon for white fellas to marry Aboriginal women, but the women still go walkabout with the tribe, and they take the children with them. Keeping their culture is important.”

“Charlie mentioned the Aboriginal women had gone walkabout. What exactly does that mean?”

“Walkabout is a way of life for Aboriginal people. It’s also sometimes a spiritual experience. Like white fellas going to church.” She smiled. “Aboriginals are nomadic people. They move around from place to place. Some of the places they visit have a special spiritual meaning.”

“Do they come to the hospital for treatment if they are sick? Or do they have their own medicine man?”

“I encourage them to come here, but the tribes have a kurdaitcha man. He usually frightens them away from white man’s medicine. But since the white fellas came to this land, the Aboriginals are sicker, and they need white fella medicine to get better. The black fellas and women we do see won’t stick with treatment they’re given. What are you gonna do when you get out of here, missus?”

Estella grimaced. “I have to clean Ross Cooper’s house before I can move in, but it’s going to be quite a challenge. I went there last night, only to find it’s been terribly neglected. To be honest, that’s why I came back here. The house was so filthy, I just couldn’t stay there.”

Kylie nodded. “I’m glad you came back, missus. I don’t like spending the nights here by myself.”

Estella understood. She wondered if Kylie mistrusted Dan Dugan when he was drunk.

“Charlie asked some Aboriginal women to clean, but they are funny about going into a house where a white fella died. They fear his spirit.”

“Ross Cooper died in the house?”

“Yes, missus. Charlie was right there beside him, and it cut him up somethin’ terrible. Them brothers were real close.”

Estella now understood why Charlie hadn’t been able to go back into the house. She suddenly felt terrible for being so hard on him. “Why wasn’t he in the hospital if he was hurt?”

“Dr. Dan was on a station with a very sick patient, and Ross wouldn’t allow anyone to bring him to the hospital. He said he had just bruised his shoulder. Nobody knew a blood clot was making its way to his heart. It was just one of those tragic things.”

“He was too young to die,” Estella said, for the first time really thinking about his death.

“Yes, missus, he was. Do you need to borrow some cleanin’ things, perhaps a bucket and mop, and a broom and some rags?”

“I didn’t notice if there was anything like that at Ross Cooper’s house.”

“Well, if you do, there’s plenty here you can use.”

“Thanks, Kylie.

“Sure, missus. I can help you if you need me.”

“Oh, thank you, Kylie, but I couldn’t ask you to do that. You’ve been working all night.”

Kylie smiled broadly, flashing perfectly straight white teeth. “You didn’t need any tendin’, so I dozed most of the night, missus. To be honest, I wouldn’t go in the house by myself, but if you’re there, it’d be all right.”

“You must still be tired.”

“I don’t have to work tomorrow, so I can sleep all day.”

Dan Dugan came through the door carrying a tray. “Here’s your breakfast,” he said. “If the food makes you sick, at least you’re in the right place.”

Estella looked astonished, and he laughed. “I think you are safe. I’ve signed your release papers, so when you are ready, you are free to go. Please drinks lots of fluids, and take it easy for few days.”

Estella glanced at Kylie. “I’ve got a bit of cleaning to do in Ross Cooper’s house, but I won’t push it.”

“Good. You’ll be as fit as a Mallee bull in a couple of days.”

Estella wasn’t sure that was a compliment. “I have the feeling the heat will slow me down, until I get used to it.”

Dan gave her a sad smile. “It’s a myth that you grow accustomed to it,” he said. “You do acclimate to some degree, but you never get used to the heat, or the lack of rain. It’s just a matter of whether you have the gumption to stick it out. Goodbye for now.” He extended his hand, which Estella took. For a moment, they gazed at each other, and then he was gone. Estella still found it difficult to believe the drunk and the doctor were the same man. She just didn’t know what to think. “Where do you live, Kylie?” she asked.

“I have a room at the back of the hospital, missus. It’s not very big, but it’s somewhere to sleep, and there’s a bathroom.”

“What about Dr. Dan?”

Kylie looked embarrassed. “He sleeps in his office most of the time. You eat your breakfast, and I’ll go and change.”

Estella was just finishing her tea when there was a tentative knock on the door, which was ajar. She looked up to see Michael Murphy looking at her and hastily pulled the sheet up to cover herself. She noticed the flicker of mild amusement that crossed his face at her attack of modesty, and immediately felt annoyed.

“I’m surprised to find you here,” he said a bit viciously. “I thought you’d been discharged last night.”

He was wearing a clean shirt and trousers, and had his hat in his hands; his hair looked washed and fairer. Estella was surprised by the amount of curl in it, but she had to admit it suited the mischievous, defiant look about him.

“It’s a bit late to come and see how I am,” Estella said, continuing to sip what was left of her tea.

“I didn’t, actually. I came here to see Dan, and he happened to mention that you were here.”

Estella raised her eyes and turned to the window so that he wouldn’t see her blush.

“Why are you back here?” Murphy asked.

“Didn’t Dan tell you?” Estella said sarcastically.

“He can’t discuss your condition because of patient-doctor confidentiality.”

“It’s good to see some things are still sacred.”

“So, are you still feeling unwell?” Murphy asked, looking at her closely.

“I’m fine,” Estella said, refusing to look at him.

“Good.” Murphy turned to go, but stopped. “Actually, I wanted to apologise for having a laugh at your expense last night. It was your first day here …and you’d had a rough trip.”

Estella thought he sounded sincere. “Thank you. I’m sorry for overreacting and being too sensitive. To be honest, I hadn’t known the position as the town’s vet was temporary.”

Murphy shook his head. “Everybody comes to Kangaroo Crossing on a temporary basis, Estella, but for one reason or another, they never get out of here.”

Estella didn’t know what to feel about the prospect of being stuck in a town with such a small population. It was one thing to have job security, but quite another when the position turned into a life sentence. “I have a bone to pick with you,” she said. “Why didn’t you tell me the town’s population was a grand total of thirteen?”

Murphy looked thoughtful for a moment. “Is that all it is?” he said, grinning.

“What’s the matter with the people in this town? First Charlie, and now you. How can you not be aware of something like that?”

“Probably because so many people come and go.”

Estella noticed he turned to smile at someone in the hall. She wondered if it was Nurse Betty, but dispelled that notion when Murphy said, “G’day, fellas.” Three Aboriginal people appeared in the doorway. They glanced at Estella, and her eyes widened. Their black faces, broad noses, and crimpy hair made them look fierce, but what startled Estella the most was their minimal clothing--little more than loincloths. Two moved on, but one of the men stepped into her room and peered about. His dark eyes were wild. She froze when he pointed at her and said something in a series of rapid-fire, unintelligible syllables. Murphy grinned, and replied in the Aboriginal language. The man then followed his companions down the hall.

Murphy looked at Estella, and said, “I’d better get going.”

“Wait just a minute! What did that man say?”

“Who? Budjita?”

Estella glared at him. “Yes, that half-naked man who was just here.”

“Oh, he said that you looked ….” Murphy pretended to contemplate his words. “How do I translate? Tasty? Delectable?”

Estella’s eyes widened in fright. “What?”

Murphy laughed. “Yeah, there’s no accounting for taste, but he obviously found you appealing.” His dark eyes glinted playfully.

“Appealing as what? Appetizer or main course?”

Murphy’s eyes widened, and then he bent over laughing. When he managed to pull himself together again, and glanced at Estella, he could see she was serious. “You don’t think,” he laughed again.

Estella glowered at him. “Go away,” she said, feeling utterly foolish, as she had obviously misunderstood.

“I can’t believe …did you actually think Budjita was a …?” He laughed again, and Estella turned away.

“Get out of here,” she snapped.

“Sure, but there aren’t any cannibal tribes around here.” He smirked again. “At least, I don’t think so.”

“Shut the door on your way out, Mr. Murphy,” Estella said more forcefully.

She heard him chuckle as he disappeared from view. He was still laughing when, a moment later, he reached for the doorknob and closed the door.


CHAPTER 7

Gusts of searing winds lifted the curtains in Estella’s room, giving her a wider view of the parched, reddish-brown landscape between the hospital, the store, and two homes squatting in the distance. At intervals, swirls of dust snaked across her vision, and a cruel water mirage shimmered on the horizon. She’d only been in the desert town of Kangaroo Crossing for one day and already longed to see a lake, a river, or the sea, but the only moisture about was the perspiration that seeped from every pore on her skin, seemingly without reprieve.

Estella found herself longing for a deep, cool bath. She was so engrossed in daydreaming of luxuriating in the water that she didn’t hear soft footsteps behind her.

“Hello, dear,” a gentle voice said.

Startled from her reverie, Estella turned to find an elderly woman standing in the open doorway of her room. She was wearing a cotton shift patterned in sun-bleached sprigs of violets. Sandals adorned her brown feet and a broad-brimmed straw hat, frayed at the edges and decorated with silk flowers that were the same faded blue as her eyes, sat atop her short, grey hair. Had it not been a living work of history, her face could have been an epitaph, each line and sunspot testament to the caldron of experiences that made up her life. By how comfortable she looked in her surroundings, Estella guessed that she was Nurse Betty.

“Hello,” she replied, smiling. “I’m Betty Wilson, general dogsbody around here.”

“I thought you must be, not the dogsbody, but Betty.” Estella became flustered, and both women laughed. “I’m Estella Lawford.”

“Dan told me we had an important patient. As he treats most of his patients in their homes, we don’t very often have someone stay overnight, let alone someone so esteemed.” Betty’s eyes twinkled with the delight of a small-town inhabitant meeting someone new. Imagining the same situation in London, Estella knew she would have been just another face in the crowd, so it was nice to be thought of as special, particularly in her present state of mind, if only by the hospital staff in Kangaroo Crossing.

“I’m hardly important, and I only fainted, which makes me feel like a fraud for being here.”

“You’re our new vet, aren’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Then, believe me, you’ll play an essential part in the town and be very valuable to those out on the stations. As for your health, I always say it’s better to be safe than sorry.”

Estella was floored by Betty’s statement. It was in complete contrast to what she’d heard in the bar the previous night, when the men had made her feel like a poor excuse for a vet and certainly of no value to the town or anyone else.

“I believe you’ve been discharged, though,” Betty said, “which is a pity. We could’ve had a cuppa and a yarn after I’d finished the bookwork.”

“I’m sure there’ll be plenty of opportunities to chat over a pot of tea,” Estella said, looking forward to it, as something about Betty reminded her of Aunt Flo. She had the distinct feeling that the residents of the town and those on the stations weren’t going to be lining up for her services, no matter what Betty said, which would leave her plenty of time on her hands.

“That would be nice, but I doubt it will happen. If you’re any good, and I’m sure you are, you’re going to be run off your feet. Do you need anything? Extra towels or another cup of tea before I start my bookwork?” Betty glanced around the room.

“Actually,” Estella said, surprised and delighted by her positive comment. “Speaking of towels, I was just sitting here thinking how wonderful it would be to soak in a cool bath, but I understand there’s a shortage of water.”

Betty reached out to touch Estella’s shoulder. Her skin felt worn and smooth, but comforting. “There is, but we have a very big water tank, so you can have a bath,” she said. “Of course, you can’t fill the tub, but you can take enough for a bit of a splash around.”

“Really!” Estella couldn’t hide her delight. She felt dreadfully sticky and was dying to wash her hair.

“Absolutely. The bathroom is right across the hall, but leave the water, and my husband Kev will fetch it for the vegetable garden.”

“Oh …I will.” Estella was startled by the need to recycle the water. A feeling of guilt crept over her, but she fought it. She couldn’t go another minute without a bath. She’d make do with a cupful of water if she had to. Remembering Budjita had no qualms about entering her room without being asked, she hoped the bathroom door locked.

“Kev’s the maintenance man around here. Actually, we’re both dogsbodies if the truth is known, but we’re appreciated, and we like to keep busy. We had our own sheep station once, so we’re used to working long hours, and it’s hard to stop. There should be clean towels in the cupboard beside the bed, but if you need more, just sing out.”

“Thank you, Betty.” As Estella got up to get the towels, Kylie appeared in the doorway. Dressed in shorts and a sleeveless shirt that was tied at her waist, she looked even younger than she had in her uniform.

“Hi, Betty,” she said. “I just saw Mary Wangajeri coming up the road.”

“Oh, finally. I hope she had the baby with her. He should’ve had his ears checked a week ago.”

“It looked like she had all the children with her, but she was heading for the pub,” Kylie said. “She had a determined look on her face, so I think she was looking for Willie.”

“Are the stockmen from Gunnedah Station in town?”

“Yes, so Willie is bound to be with them.”

“I’ll try and catch her,” Betty said. “Will you listen for the radio for a few minutes? Kev’s not here yet, and Sarah Thomas was going to call back today if baby Daniel’s fever hadn’t broken.”

“Of course,” Kylie said, “but be careful, Betty. You know what happened the last time you got between Mary and Willie.”

Betty stroked her cheek. “Yes. I’ll remember to duck. See you later, Estella.” With that she disappeared.

Kylie turned to Estella, who looked alarmed at the thought of Betty getting caught up in a volatile dispute between two people, perhaps husband and wife. “Mary and Willie have had some humdingers,” she said. “But don’t worry, Betty will be fine. Charlie will see that nothing happens to her.” She glanced at the towels in Estella’s hands.

“I’m going to have a bath before I leave, but I’ll be sparing with the water,” Estella said. Her delight faded when she suddenly thought of something. “Where will I get water when I’m living in Ross Cooper’s house?”

“Everyone has a rainwater tank out the back.”

“But it hasn’t rained for months, has it?”

“No, we’ve been purchasing water for some time.”

“Where from?”

“If the Diamantina River is dry, a truck fetches water from Goyder’s Lagoon, and we fill our tanks. I don’t know how much is in Ross’s tank, but we’ll soon find out.”

Half an hour later, as the two women walked towards what had once been Ross Cooper’s home, Estella counted the houses. There were five in the town. Surprisingly, they were set well apart on their own roads--narrow, dusty tracks, complete with bullet-ridden signposts. This led Estella to believe that the town had once expected to grow.

Ross Cooper’s house was on Torrens Street, which Kylie told her was named after the river that ran through Adelaide. The timber and stone house was a decent size compared to the others, which were quite small, but it looked terribly sad and neglected in the light of day. The veranda roof sagged, and the paint on the gutters and windowsills had blistered and peeled to the point that it was impossible to tell what colour it had been. The rusty, iron-roof sheets had lifted and had holes in them, and although the veranda was concrete, the upright supports looked like white ants had been making a feast of them. Estella tried to imagine the house as a home for her baby, and her heart sank. She tried to picture Ross living in it and felt angry that he hadn’t kept up even the barest necessity of maintenance. The garden was nothing but dust and drought-toughened weeds, with several termite mounds breaking the flat monotony. “Did you have a house like this where you come from, missus?” Kylie asked.

Estella was startled by the question, but then she realised Kylie would know nothing about England and the grand houses in Mayfair. “I had a very big house, Kylie, and a lovely garden filled with all kinds of flowers--blue bells, daffodils, carnations, and roses.”

Kylie frowned. “It must take a lot of work to look after a big house and a garden, missus.”

Estella was overcome with longing to see her home again, but she knew it was gone, sold to pay debts. How could she explain the concept of gardeners and house staff to Kylie without also having to account for why she was pregnant and abandoned, with no home, husband, or money? Glancing at Ross Cooper’s house again, Estella realised she would have no help to clean it and suddenly wished it were smaller.

“This is a good house,” Kylie said, standing on the veranda. “It needs a bit of fixing, but Ross was always busy.” Kylie glanced at Estella and read her expression. “Ross always put his friends and animal patients first,” she said. “That was the kind of fella he was.” Estella thought of James, who was completely superficial, selfish and shallow. He would never have put his friend’s or an animal’s needs before his own--not even his wife’s. If she hadn’t been so angry with him, she could have partially understood how he felt about losing everything. It was the first time in her life that she hadn’t had the security or the comfort of a luxurious home, and it was terrifying.

“Ross would do anything for anyone,” Kylie said. “His missus left him soon after they came here. She obviously didn’t know what a good fella she had.”

“Did he tell you about his wife?” Estella asked, her heartbeat quickening.

“No. He never talked about himself, but in small towns, people do a lot of talkin’ about each other. I don’t know what happened to his missus, but she would have been lucky to have a husband like Ross. He was gentle, not like the tribal black fellas. Since the white man came, they’re always beatin’ their women.”

“My goodness, how terrible. Can’t they be arrested?”

Kylie shook her head. “Beating a woman is allowed in black fella law, and the white fellas keep out of domestics.”

Estella tried to imagine her mother in Ross Cooper’s house. “Maybe Ross’s wife couldn’t take the life out here, Kylie. It is very different from life in London.”

“Maybe, missus.”

Putting on a brave face, Estella opened the front door. She was immediately assailed with the horrible odour that had turned her stomach the previous night. Feeling stronger this morning, she managed to go inside without wanting to retch. Kylie, who had brought a bucket, mop, broom, and some cleaning rags, followed her.

In the light of day, the house looked even dirtier than it had the previous night, but Estella had summoned her determination to make it a home, even if it was temporary. She had no choice--a sad but obvious conclusion she’d come to after waking. Kylie glanced at Estella and noted her reaction.

“You open the windows, missus, and I’ll make a start in the kitchen,” she said.

“Oh, Kylie, I can’t let you do that.” Even as she said the words, Estella noticed the ants crawling over the sink, and the flies buzzing over the table, and she had to fight the urge to be sick.

Kylie noticed how pale she had become. “You go and open the windows,” she insisted.

Hating herself for being so unable to cope with the rotting food, flies, and ants, Estella complied. She wanted to explain to Kylie why she felt so sensitive to odours and silly things like ants, which normally wouldn’t have bothered her, but held back. Kylie had said that people in small towns gossip, and she couldn’t face that.

Without the slightest hesitation, Kylie began scraping the rotting food from the table into the bag she’d brought. She also scraped the dirty dishes and stacked them on the sink, killing as many ants as she could. After sweeping the kitchen floor, she put all the rubbish in the bag and took it out the back, where she dug a hole. When Estella came out the back door, she witnessed Kylie tipping the contents of the bag into the hole.

As Kylie replaced the earth over the mound of rubbish, she looked up and saw Estella’s curious expression. “It’s the Aboriginal way to return everything to the earth,” she said in all seriousness, then smiled. “It stops the stink,” she added, and laughed.

Estella noticed that Kylie laughed a lot. At that moment, she realised how grateful she felt for her cheerful company.

“Let’s check the water tank,” Kylie said.

The rainwater tank was at the far side of the house, near some animal enclosures and yards, obviously built to accommodate Ross Cooper’s patients. Kylie turned the tap on the side of the tank, but nothing came out. The spout was full of cobwebs, a clear indication to Estella that it hadn’t been used in an awful long time. Spiders were opportunists that wasted no time in taking up residence wherever they could.

“Oh, no,” she said disheartened, as she watched Kylie tap on the iron tank at different levels. Estella heard the echoes, but they meant nothing of any significance to her. “It’s empty, isn’t it?”

“It seems to be half full,” Kylie said.

“How is that possible when nothing is coming out of the tap?” Estella asked, convinced Kylie must be mistaken. She just couldn’t cope with any more disappointments.

Finding a piece of timber, Kylie began hitting the tap. At first nothing happened, so she hit it harder.

“There’s no water in there,” Estella shouted. “Ross couldn’t have bought any water, and if he did, it’s probably all leaked out. I’m sure the tank is as full of holes as the darned roof and falling apart like everything else around here.” Estella knew she was becoming irrational, but she couldn’t help it. As far as she was concerned, nothing had gone right since she’d found out she was pregnant, and James had asked for a divorce.

“I’m sure Ross bought water when the truck was last in town, missus,” Kylie said, bewildered by Estella’s sense of hopelessness. She hit the tap as hard as she could, and suddenly a viscous sludge spurted out.

“Ugh!” Estella said, her eyes filling with tears. The sludge was followed by water, which gradually became clearer.

“There’s always silt on the bottom,” Kylie said, smiling.

Estella’s hopes lifted, and she ran inside, returning with a saucepan, which she began to fill, relishing the thought of a fresh pot of tea. She never imagined she’d be so thrilled to see water, and it was all for her. A few moments later her happiness turned to horror when she noticed black wriggly things in the water.

“Mosquito larva,” Kylie said. “I’ll soon fix that.” She went inside and Estella followed her. When Kylie began searching in cupboards in the kitchen, Estella asked what she was looking for.

“Kero,” she said.

“Kerosene?”

“That’s right. If you pour a drop on the top of the water, it kills all the wrigglers.”

“But won’t it make the water taste awful?”

“No. It floats on the top so it doesn’t contaminate the water. When the wrigglers come up for air, they die. It’s the only way to stop the mozzies breeding in the water.” She frowned at Estella. “Don’t you have rainwater tanks where you come from, missus?”

“Heavens, no. It never stops raining, so the rivers and dams are always full.” She understood how mosquitoes bred, of course, but she’d never had to actually deal with them in a water supply.

“Are you telling me you don’t have droughts in England, missus?”

“We consider ourselves lucky if we have a fine day to dry the washing.”

Kylie shook her head in amazement. “It must be wonderful to have all the water you need and never have to go lookin’ for it,” she said. Her expression was pure fascination, as if Estella were talking about Heaven. Estella tried to imagine searching for water in the desert, as the Aboriginal people did, but found it impossible. “Yes, I suppose it is,” she said. She realised water had been something she’d always taken for granted, but she had the horrible feeling those days were over.

“This will do,” Kylie said, finding a tin of paraffin oil under the sink.

The main bedroom and the consultation room were in the stone part of the house, which, Estella noticed, was cooler than the rest of the house. She stood in the open doorway of her father’s bedroom, but couldn’t bring herself to go in. The bed was made, and the room was tidy, and obviously just as he’d left it. She noticed an indent on the bed and wondered if her father had died there, and shuddered. Several books sat on the bedside table, his reading glasses beside them. The glasses and the books turned her father into a real person, not just someone she’d heard about. They were personal items, and suddenly Estella felt like an intruder. Unable to cope, she closed the door, and walked away.

The consultation room drew Estella in. Although dusty, all the instruments she needed were there, and in a storage cupboard she found shelves of medicines, vaccines, and drugs. While Kylie heated water and washed the dishes, Estella went through the stock. Some drugs were out of date, but almost everything she needed to practise was there, including some unopened boxes of supplies, which must have been delivered after Ross had died. She had to admit, her father, like herself, was thorough and well-organised when it came to his work. For the first time in her life she began to wonder what he was like, and in what other ways they were similar. She felt his presence in the consultation room, but unlike in his bedroom, it was oddly comforting.

Before Estella realised it, more than two hours had gone by. Feeling guilty about Kylie, she went to find her. She was still in the kitchen, which was spotless.

“Oh, Kylie, you’ve done an amazing job in here,” she said, becoming emotional. The sink was clean and so was the table. The floor had been washed, the stove scrubbed and polished, and everything dusted. Even the window was clean. She noticed the Aboriginal girl looked exhausted. “I don’t know how to thank you.”

“The bad smell and the ants are gone, missus,” Kylie said, sitting down at the table. “But you’ll have to learn to live with the flies in the bush.” She was soaked with perspiration.

“I’ll just buy lots of fly spray. You go home and rest, Kylie. You’ve done enough, and I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it.”

“I am tired, missus, but I’ll come back tomorrow if you like.”

“I can manage. It’s your day off.”

Kylie smiled. “I was gonna go home for a few hours if Murphy can take me.”

“How far away is home?”

“Fifty miles. My mother and family still live on the Nepabunna Mission.”

“It will be nice for them to see you,” Estella said, thinking they must miss her smiling face. “By the way, I meant to ask if Charlie Cooper does lunches and dinners at the hotel?”

Kylie laughed. “Yes, but his menu is very limited, much like the hospital. A sandwich at lunchtime, either steak or tinned corned beef, and steak or lamb chops with chips for dinner during the week.”

“No salads or vegetables?”

Kylie’s eyes widened, and she shook her head. “On the weekends, Phyllis Edwards and Marjorie Waitman help out, but if the picnic races are on, then lots of women from the stations give him a hand, and the menu is more varied because they bring vegetables they grow.”

“When is the next race meeting?”

“In a couple of months.”

Estella found she was looking forward to it, if only to meet the people from the stations.

“Why doesn’t someone grow vegetables in town and sell them?”

“It’s hard enough to grow a few to live on with no water to spare. Most of the stations have their own bore for the stock, so they can grow more.”

Although she’d never had to do it before, Estella rolled up her sleeves and got started. She took the curtains down in the living room and washed them. As the washing line wasn’t very big, she hung them back up wet. She hadn’t had enough water to rinse them properly, so they dripped discoloured water all over the floor, but it was so hot that she knew they’d be dry in an hour, especially with the warm breeze coming through the window. She also removed the sheets and blankets from a bed in the spare room and washed them, using the same water to wash the floors, as Kylie had told her she had to recycle any water she used. The bed linen dried in twenty minutes in the midday sun, so she was able to make the bed up again. She was pleased with how the house was coming along. It wasn’t exactly homey, but it was becoming liveable. When Estella next looked at her watch it was one o’clock. She was so hungry that she felt faint again, so she began walking towards the hotel.

Estella was surprised to find there was no one in the bar when she went in. The stockmen from Gunnedah Station had obviously gone. Charlie was washing glasses and cursing the dust.

“I thought you’d be used to it by now,” Estella said, startling him.

He turned in surprise. “G’day, Estella.” He was relieved to see she looked more cheerful.

“I’m ravenous,” she said. “What’s on the lunch menu?”

“I can fry up a steak and some eggs,” he said, surprising her.

She was so hungry she was tempted. “Is the meat beef?”

“Would you prefer roo or emu? Both are good eatin’.”

Estella could see he was quite serious. “A corned beef sandwich will be fine. Actually, make it two. I’ve been cleaning your brother’s house, and I’ve worked up quite an appetite.”

“That’s a good thing. Yer a bit on the skinny side for a woman who is …” he lowered his voice, “in the family way.”

“I’ve been terribly ill with morning sickness, but thankfully it seems to have passed, although I still feel squeamish about some things. Actually, I don’t know why it’s called morning sickness. I’ve had it all day, every day, for the past few weeks. I have lost weight, but under the circumstances, that’s not a bad thing if I don’t want it known that I’m pregnant just yet.”

“I’m sorry you’ve had to clean Ross’s house alone, Estella.”

“Kylie helped me this morning. She did the kitchen and made a very good job of it.”

“That was good of her.” Charlie dropped his head and Estella guessed what he was thinking.

“Charlie …”

“I’ve tried …to go over to the house, Estella. I’ve even got as far as opening the front door, but I just couldn’t go in. The silence haunts me. Ross was such a jovial character. He took his work very seriously, but he was always laughing and cheerful …despite his own heartache.” Estella looked into his eyes, filled with sadness, and she knew what he meant.

“We had such good times together,” Charlie said. “He didn’t drink as much as I do, but after a couple of pints, he was a lot of fun. You’ve no idea how much I miss him.”

“I don’t, but I am sorry I was so hard on you last night. I understand you were close, and in such a small town, one person, particularly someone …special, would be a huge loss.”

Charlie nodded. He pointed to a board littered with photographs. “There’s Ross just before he died.”

Estella looked at the group photo. It had been taken in the pub. There were a lot of men holding their glasses high, but she recognised Ross from the old photograph her aunt had given her. He was in the middle of them, but of course he looked older than in her photograph. He also appeared smaller than Charlie, and his hair wasn’t as grey. He was deeply tanned and smiling, but Estella thought his smile held a hint of sadness. She noticed they had the same eyes, although it was difficult to see the colour. “Were his eyes green like mine?” she asked.

“Yes,” Charlie said. “You have the same eyes.” His own eyes filled with moisture, and he looked away. It was an awkward moment for both of them.

Shouts could be heard from out the back. Estella was sure they were Aboriginal voices. She glanced at Charlie in fear, but his face lit up before he disappeared through the back of the bar, leaving her alone. A few moments later he reappeared with an Aboriginal woman tucked under his arm. She was short and stout, with a shock of black curly hair, a broad smile, and skinny arms. Estella couldn’t see below her waist because she was behind the bar, but her large breasts sagged under a dusty, orange shift.

“Estella, this is Edna.” Charlie looked down at the Aboriginal woman fondly. “Edna, this is the new animal doctor, Estella Lawford.”

“Hello, missus,” Edna said, looking Estella over with open candour before smiling up at Charlie, showing a gap where her front teeth used to be.

“It’s nice to meet you, Edna,” Estella replied, intrigued by the Aboriginal woman, who had obviously just returned from a walkabout with other tribal members. Estella was also pleased that Charlie was so friendly with the natives. It meant they weren’t fierce.

“You, my man,” Edna said, slapping Charlie’s chest as if marking her territory. Estella was sure she had misunderstood.

“That’s right,” Charlie said, glancing at Estella bashfully. “Edna is my woman,” he said, watching her carefully for a reaction.

“Oh,” Estella said, almost lost for words. “I didn’t know you were …married.”

“Married?! Me?! Christ, no way. I have a good relationship with Edna. When she goes walkabout, I do my own thing, no questions asked. She doesn’t nag, we don’t get on each other’s nerves, and there’s no piece of paper to bind us together, which suits me fine.”

“Are you telling me she’s your …concubine?” Estella said, disgusted.

“Don’t make it sound like I’m doing something sordid, Estella. Edna is good company. She’s uncomplicated, and I don’t have to give her flowers and candy and do all that ridiculous courting stuff.”

“Women like to be courted,” Estella said, defensively.

“Edna doesn’t need mushy talk,” Charlie retorted.

Sensing Estella wasn’t a threat, as she and Charlie obviously didn’t get along, Edna giggled and went back outside, where Estella could hear her talking to the other Aboriginal people.

Charlie’s logic, or lack of it, had left Estella stunned. She remembered that her aunt had told her that he was set in his ways and unconventional, and now she understood what she’d meant. Deciding it was best to change the subject, Estella said, “So much needs doing to Ross’s house, Charlie, and I don’t know where I’m going to get the money for paint and new roof iron, and wooden supports for the veranda ….”

“Marty Edwards has everything you could possibly need at his store, and if he doesn’t, he’ll order it in.”

“That’s all well and good, but as I said, I have a cash flow problem. I have to work to get the money to pay for all the materials I need. I want the house to be nice when,” she lowered her voice, “the baby comes.”

“As I told you yesterday, Estella, you just book things up and pay when you get the money. Everybody does it. I’d help out, but I also have a cash flow problem, that being I don’t see any for months at a time.”

“I hate the idea of getting into debt.” She didn’t want to point out that debt was the fundamental reason her marriage had ended, or so James had claimed.

“It’s the only way out here. When you do get work, don’t expect to be paid in ready cash. Nobody has it, not until they sell their crops or livestock. You’ll be poor for months and then rich for a few days, and then you pay your debts, and it’s back to poor again. That’s the way it is out here, for everybody.”

Estella looked crestfallen. “I don’t know why I am bothering to contemplate doing anything. No one is going to accept me out here, let alone pay me to work for them.”

“They don’t think you are going to stay, Estella.” Charlie refrained from telling her that they were already taking bets on how long she’d last. He was relieved she hadn’t noticed the board up behind him with the odds on it.

“Really! How long did Murphy give me? A week? Two?”

Without thinking, Charlie turned and glanced at the board. “Two,” he said, and then kicked himself because Estella had noticed what he’d done.

Staring at the board with narrowed eyes, she said, “Allow me to wipe each of those bets off when they lose,” she said.

He nodded, thinking that if she stuck it out, she had every right.

“If I had any money or sense, I wouldn’t stay. The men here last night certainly made me feel most unwelcome,” she said.

“You have to put down roots, Estella, and fixing the house up would be a good start.” Keeping your opinions to yourself would also help, Charlie thought. “The townsfolk would know you meant business, then, wouldn’t they?”

“You could be right. Perhaps if I did get the repairs to the house done, they’d take me more seriously. They’d know I intended to stay here, and then they might come ‘round to the idea of me taking Ross’s place.” She dropped her gaze, knowing she could never take his place in their hearts. “I still don’t like the idea of deceiving them, though. I think I should tell them who I am. It might be worth it, just to see the look on their faces.”

Charlie panicked. He’d be very unpopular himself for deceiving them. They’d realise he’d known about Estella and be angry that he hadn’t confided in them. “Estella, everybody in a town like this has secrets. You don’t think people live somewhere like Kangaroo Crossing unless they are running or hiding from something in their past, do you? You of all people should understand.”

Estella couldn’t argue with that logic. Why would anyone live in a town as isolated as Kangaroo Crossing, unless they wanted to escape from something? “There aren’t dangerous criminals living here, are there?” Her hand went protectively to the life growing inside her.

“No, that’s not what I meant. I was thinking of tragedies or heartache, the kind of thing you are suffering from.”

“I don’t want that known, Charlie.”

“And I’m sure others feel the same.”

Estella thought of Dan Dugan and Michael Murphy. They were certainly odd characters. She could well imagine they had secrets. Kylie seemed to be an open book, and Betty was nice and friendly, but she had yet to meet her husband, Kev, and Phyllis and Marty Edwards, and the other residents.

Estella looked at her uncle thoughtfully. “How old are you, Charlie?”

Charlie was startled by the question. “I’m near enough to fifty,” he said, standing tall and trying to suck in his gut, with no success.

“You’re not too old to do some physical labour, then?”

“Certainly not,” he said defensively, and then thought about the question. “Hold on, what do you mean, exactly?”

“Well, I can hardly put new sheets of iron on the roof myself, and since it was your idea that I come to Kangaroo Crossing, it’s only fair that you help me fix up your brother’s house.”

“I have this place to run,” Charlie spluttered, the idea of working in the heat horrifying him.

“If all you have to do during the day is dust glasses, I’d say you could spare a few hours to work on the house.”

Charlie grimaced, but didn’t argue.

“I’m still not comfortable with the idea of running up debt,” Estella said, just as determined to find a way around it as Charlie was to avoid physical labour. “Does Marty Edwards have any pets or livestock that may need my services?”

“Nope, not unless you count Stargazer, and he’s beyond help.”

“Stargazer? Dare I ask what kind of animal has a name like Stargazer?” She was hoping it wasn’t one of those Brahman Bulls she’d seen photographs of.

“He was one of the best bush race horses in the country.”

Estella relaxed. She loved all animals, but she’d grown up with horses, and they were her favourite.

“He won three picnic races in Kangaroo Crossing in three consecutive years. Then Marty put him to a feisty mare, and somehow he injured his back. Ross was trying to look into new ideas that might help Stargazer, but Marty fought him every step of the way, and then Stargazer had the accident. Marty was determined to put the horse down, but his late wife loved Stargazer, so I don’t think he could bring himself to actually do it.”

“There could be lots of reasons for back problems with a horse. Do you know whether the problem was a skeletal or muscle injury?”

“I haven’t a clue about things like that. You’d have to look in your …in Ross’s files. I know he was always writing notes.”

“I’ll do that. I don’t know whether I can help Stargazer, but it’s worth taking a look.”

“I’m certain Marty won’t let you see him. He’s too afraid to hear any more bad news, or that the horse is suffering.”

“I hope he’s not in any unnecessary discomfort. That wouldn’t be right. Where does Marty stable him?”

“At the back of the store. But he won’t give you permission to examine the horse, Estella.”

“You let me worry about that.”


CHAPTER 8

Teddy Hall took off his hat and scratched his perspiring head. “That’s the fifth cow that’s aborted this week,” he said. Dust blew across the paddock where the lifeless foetus of a calf lay on the ground. Its grieving mother stood vigil a few feet away. “I must admit I’m baffled, John. It can’t be a coincidence.”

John Matthews, a neighbouring station owner, was standing beside Teddy at the bore they shared. “I don’t understand it, either,” he said. “I haven’t lost any calves yet, but something is definitely wrong. We could talk to other station owners and see if they’ve had any problems. Or you could call the vet.”

Teddy looked at John and frowned. “There’s no sense in jumping the gun. The cows could have eaten something that disagrees with them. They get desperate in droughts and eat vegetation they wouldn’t normally touch, like pigweed or Paterson’s Curse.”

“True enough, but it wouldn’t hurt to ask the vet. Like the rest of us, you’ve lost enough of your herd because of the lack of good feed.”

“You haven’t met Ross Copper’s replacement. She’s obscenely young, city-bred, and as uppity as a brown snake. And she’s little more than a waif. A stiff breeze would carry her across a paddock as easy as dust.” He looked disgusted. “One thing’s for sure, she’d never have the strength to assist one of my cows in a difficult birth.”

“I’ve heard all about her from Bert. Like I told him, she might be fresh out of university, but that’s not a bad thing. She should be up on the latest vaccines and diseases.”

“Rubbish! What would someone from London know about Australian cattle?”

“Are you forgettin’ Ross was originally from London?”

Teddy had forgotten. Ross had been in the outback so long that he’d seemed more Australian than the Aboriginal people. “He might have been, but that was a long time ago. There’s no substitute for experience, and this Lawford woman hasn’t got any. I’d sooner figure this out myself than listen to anything she had to say. She wasn’t in town five minutes before she was calling Dan Dugan irresponsible.”

“Yeah, I heard.”

“We don’t need her kind around here. The sooner she goes back to where she came from, the better.”

“Maybe so, Teddy, but if this keeps up, you’re gonna need help.”

Estella decided to read the files before going to see Marty about Stargazer. She’d had a quick look at them when cleaning the consultation room and small office, and noticed that when it came to his paperwork, her father was as organised and meticulous as he was with the rest of his life. It wasn’t until she began to read the files that she noticed he’d added little anecdotes about his patient’s owners. She had to smile at some of his comments, because in some instances it seemed he thought the owners needed more help than the animals. The file on Stargazer, however, was a completely different story.

The file covered some relatively minor injuries and skin problems that Stargazer had suffered over the years. Estella was pleased to see that Marty Edwards was efficient when it came to his animal’s health; in fact, he was almost obsessive according to the notes Ross had made. She therefore didn’t understand what had changed when it came to Stargazer’s last injury. Reading further, she discovered that the horse hadn’t actually had any treatment for the injury. Ross had noted that he’d advised Marty to take the horse to Alice Springs to be x-rayed, but that Marty hadn’t been able to afford the trip or the treatment. Ross had offered to assist with the expense, but Marty had stubbornly refused the proposition, which suggested the cost wasn’t the real issue. The problem was obviously deeper. As she read the notes, Estella could almost feel the frustration that Ross had suffered. He had diagnosed a muscle injury and commented that he had been present when the horse was injured, and that in his opinion it was unlikely to be anything more than a muscle or ligament strain, but the horse’s left foreleg and hip had been left severely afflicted, which baffled him.

Estella was relieved that Stargazer’s problem was likely to be a muscle injury, because it was something she could treat. She was very concerned, however, that Ross had noted that the horse refused to be touched and had become uncooperative. This meant he was either in a great deal of pain or had psychological trauma, which would be more difficult to remedy.

When Estella entered the general store, she was armed with a list of everything she needed to restore the house. She had been praying she could come to an arrangement with Marty Edwards, as she hated the idea of getting into debt, but she had also become gripped with the desire to help Stargazer. Not only was it her first real challenge, which was exciting and terrifying, but it also upset her to think he hadn’t received the help he needed.

Charlie hadn’t been exaggerating when he said that Marty Edwards stocked everything imaginable. Estella had to navigate a narrow passage between pots, pans, utensils, tins, bolts of cloth, and sacks of rice and grain, just to get to the counter, which was crowded with biscuits, cheeses, spices, and bread. Phyllis, in her late twenties, with shoulder-length black hair and sharp features, was serving a customer. Marty, a slight man with brown hair that was streaked grey, appeared to be doing paperwork.

“Good afternoon,” Estella said brightly.

Marty and Phyllis looked up, and the customer turned. They all gave her a leisurely once-over. Their lack of tact amazed Estella. She concluded the English were obviously more restrained.

“Good afternoon,” they said in unison.

“I’m Estella Lawford, the new vet,” she said, glancing at each in turn. She had hoped for a warm welcome, but wasn’t surprised when she didn’t get one.

“We know,” Phyllis said. “We’ve been expecting you.” The customer and Marty made no comment, but Estella had the distinct feeling that she’d been thoroughly discussed.

“I’m Phyllis Edwards, and this is my father, Marty, and this is Marjorie Waitman, our postmistress. Marjorie’s husband is a Bank of Queensland clerk. He operates a small sub-branch out of the post office.”

“I’m very happy to meet you all,” Estella said. “To be honest, I hadn’t noticed the post office.”

Marjorie glanced at Phyllis and raised her brows. “We’re in the building that used to be the Jockey Club, but then I suppose you wouldn’t know that, would you?” It was a question that didn’t require an answer. “We do not need very large premises, although I sort mail for twenty-five families on stations, as well as the town’s residents and the hospital.”

Estella had the overwhelming impression that Marjorie was a snooty busybody, and could well imagine her examining the postmarks on letters with a meticulous eye and speculating about the contents.

“How are you settling in?” Phyllis asked. “We thought we would have seen you by now. For milk and bread and the little necessities one needs.”

“She’s been in the hospital since she arrived,” Marjorie answered for Estella, confirming Estella’s opinion.

“Oh,” Phyllis said. “Have you been ill?”

Marjorie, Phyllis and Marty looked at Estella expectantly. She couldn’t believe they were being so blatantly nosey, and was almost tempted to say, Have I, Marjorie? But it appeared Marjorie was going to let her answer this question herself, obviously in the hopes of gleaning more information than she had. “It was my first time on a plane, and I was very airsick and a little faint, that’s all,” Estella said, almost sure they were disappointed that her ailment wasn’t something more intriguing. She was so grateful that only Charlie knew about her pregnancy.

“She has a funny accent, doesn’t she?” Marjorie said to Phyllis as if Estella were invisible. “I had better get back. Francis will be thinking I got lost.” She chuckled at the notion. “I’ll see you later.”

Marjorie turned to Estella. “Good luck, dear,” she said, before giving Phyllis a look that suggested she was going to need it. Picking up her bag of groceries, she bustled from the store.

Estella almost lost her nerve and followed Marjorie out, but then she thought of Stargazer. “I would like to discuss something with you,” she said to Marty.

“What would that be?” Marty asked, fixing her with steely blue eyes. She wished he’d smile, or be less brusque.

“I ….”

The store door opened again, and a young Aboriginal girl came in calling, “Hi, Phyllis.”

Estella noticed that Phyllis wasn’t particularly pleased with the interruption, as no doubt her curiosity had been aroused by what the new vet wanted to discuss with her father.

“I’ve lost my pencils again,” the young girl exclaimed, interrupting what Estella was about to say. She was around fourteen and gangly, but quite pretty.

“You’re late again, Cassie,” Phyllis snapped.

“Sorry,” she said, shrugging as if appointment times were of no consequence. When she noticed Estella, a new face in town, she looked her over with open, mesmerised curiosity.

“This lady is the new animal doctor, Cassie,” Phyllis said pointedly, unable to hide her embarrassment about the young girl’s lack of discretion.

“Hello. I’m Estella Lawford. It’s nice to meet you, Cassie.”

“Hello, missus,” Cassie said, grinning, as she went around the back of the counter.

“You go on,” Marty told his daughter. Reluctantly Phyllis took the Aboriginal girl through to a back room. Estella remembered Kylie telling her that Phyllis had taught some Aboriginal girls to read and write. She commended Phyllis’s dedication, especially if Cassie was an example of how they came and went when it suited them.

Estella noticed three photographs up on the wall behind the counter, amid hundreds of advertisements. They were of horses crossing the finishing line in a race, and each was dated with the year. Noting they were consecutive, Estella remembered what Charlie had told her. The races must have been the Kangaroo Crossing picnic races, and the winner in each photograph was Stargazer. She had to admit he was a magnificent animal. He looked about eighteen or nineteen hands high and sturdy, with a gleaming chestnut coat and a white blaze on his head.

“What can I help you with?” Marty said, determined to avert her attention from the photographs.

“I need a lot of supplies,” Estella said. “I’ll be living in Ross Cooper’s house, and it’s badly in need of repairs.” She pushed the list across the counter.

“I see,” Marty said. His tone hinted at mild disapproval. Taking Ross’s place as vet was obviously one thing, but commandeering his house appeared to be overstepping the realms of decency.

“The surgery is all set up, so it makes sense, doesn’t it?” Estella said, hoping to sway his thinking. “I’m sure Ross would agree.”

Marty glared at her, but made no comment before turning his attention to the list. “You haven’t put down the measurements of the uprights you require, but I’m fairly certain I have most of this in stock,” he added. “What I haven’t got, I can order in. It might take a week or two, but it will get here. Eventually.”

“Good, but,” Estella felt nervous again. “I was hoping we could come to an arrangement.”

“It sounds like you are planning to stay in Kangaroo Crossing, as you’ve taken over Ross’s house and practise.”

“That’s right. That’s why I came here.”

“I suppose it is, but you wouldn’t be the first person to see the town and get out as fast as you could.”

Estella felt her face flush. If she’d had any choice, she would have done just that. “If you are planning to stay, I don’t have a problem with you booking up your purchases,” Marty said. “I’d appreciate it if you pay something each month. It keeps the wheels turning.”

“That wasn’t exactly what I meant.”

“Oh! Then perhaps you had better tell me what it is you had in mind.”

Estella took a deep breath. Marty wasn’t the most cordial man she’d ever met, and his business-like attitude was making her nervous. “I understand …that is …I’ve been told you have an animal with an injury. A race horse.” She glanced at the photographs again.

“You heard wrong,” Marty snapped coldly.

Estella’s eyes widened. “Have you had Stargazer destroyed?”

“No!” Marty paled and looked down at his books. “I don’t talk about my horse to strangers. So …if you don’t mind.”

“I’ve studied his file, and I think I can help him.”

Marty looked up again, his blue eyes cold with fear and resentment. “You haven’t even seen him.”

“I know. But there’s been a lot of progress with treatment for muscle injuries.”

“Stargazer has more than a muscle injury.”

“How do you know?”

“Look, nobody can help him, so unless you have something else to say, I have work to do.”

“I understand how you feel. But I am offering my services for free. That is, if I fail. If I’m successful and Stargazer is able to race again.”

“Race again! He’ll never race again. For Christ’s sake, he can barely stand.”

“Then he’s been suffering too long,” Estella said without thinking.

Marty’s eyes widened, and she realised she had just brought his worst nightmare to reality and had all but accused him of being inhumane.

“I didn’t mean ….”

“Leave my store,” he said in a forceful tone.

“Look, this is my proposition, so just hear me out. I understand the races are in approximately eight weeks. If Stargazer races and wins, then I want you to rip up my bill. If he doesn’t race, I’ll pay you every penny owed, I swear.”

Marty looked at her as if she were absolutely mad. It was obvious that he’d completely given up on the horse and even more apparent that he thought Estella was way out of her depth. As it happened, faint doubts had begun to cloud her mind. She’d never actually practised what she was hoping to accomplish with Stargazer, but she knew her reputation and ability were going to be judged on what she achieved, so she had to succeed.

“I’ll say this only once, and then I never want to hear another word about it,” Marty said. “Stargazer will never run again, and no one can make that happen. Ross Cooper was the best vet in Australia as far as I’m concerned, with years of experience. If he couldn’t help my horse, then I’m damned sure you can’t.”

It was on the tip of Estella’s tongue to say that according to the files, Marty put obstacles in the way of him helping the horse, but she knew it wouldn’t serve any purpose.

Marty turned and went out the back, leaving Estella alone and defeated. She’d never felt more like a failure in her life.

Estella wandered down the main street feeling utterly miserable. She desperately wanted to get as far from Kangaroo Crossing as she could. It crossed her mind to ask Charlie Cooper for the fare, until she recalled him telling her that he was in debt himself, which meant there was no way out. In her heart she knew she couldn’t go home, but she couldn’t believe what a mess she’d made of her life, or that she’d even considered moving to a town that she knew nothing about, without a guaranteed way to support herself. Feeling disconsolate, she wandered into the pub. Charlie was cleaning the bar. “I can see by the look of you that Marty wouldn’t let you near Stargazer.”

Estella shook her head, fighting tears. “I knew it wasn’t going to be easy, but I never anticipated that I’d have to convince Marty to let me help an animal that he is supposed to care for. I even offered to work for nothing. What else can I do?”

“If it’s any consolation, Ross often got much the same reaction.”

Estella blinked in astonishment. “Really?”

“He used to say his animal patients were easier to understand than the owners. But he also said the animals needed him, so he’d do battle with whomever he had to, to help them.”

Estella remembered his notes and comments. Knowing Ross had faced the same barriers made her feel a fraction better than a total failure, and he was right. If an animal needed help, it shouldn’t be denied. “You said Stargazer was stabled behind the store.”

“Yes, at the back of the yard under a tree. But, Estella, I don’t think it’s wise to examine him without Marty’s consent.”

“I’m just going to look at him. I don’t need his permission for that.”

Charlie cocked his head, and she knew he didn’t believe her.

“I won’t do more than pat him, I swear.”

“He hasn’t let anyone near him for nearly a year, so if I were you, I’d keep my distance, especially in your delicate condition.”

“I have to work, Charlie, but I’ll be cautious, I promise.”

The ground behind the store had a slight incline, as Charlie had said, and the fenced yard encompassed one tree, under which the stable had been built. As Estella followed the railing up the incline towards the stable, she glanced over the ground and noticed that there was no horse dung at the lower end of the yard. All the droppings were under the enormous gum tree, overhanging the stable, which meant that Stargazer did not go down the slope. This was an indication that walking at an angle aggravated his injury.

As Estella drew parallel with the open stable, Stargazer came into view, and she gasped in horror. Tears welled in her eyes, and the photographs from the store flashed through her mind, but she could hardly believe that the horse in the stable was the same animal. If it weren’t for the distinctive diamond-shaped blaze on his head, she would not have believed it. His coat was so dull and dirty that it was impossible to see that it was chestnut. He was standing with his head hanging, and hundreds of flies buzzed around his nostrils, eyes, and ears, which had been bitten mercilessly. His mane and tail were matted, and his hooves were a disgrace. He was a truly pitiable sight, which made Estella angry. In her mind, his neglect was a crime.

Estella stood staring at Stargazer, with tears rolling down her cheeks as he eyed her apathetically. She brushed the tears away, fearing he’d sense her distress. “You’ve given up, haven’t you, boy?” she said, her voice cracking with emotion. “You can’t see a future.” Estella crawled between the railings, and Stargazer’s ears shot back. She thought of her baby and almost turned back, but she knew she had to try and help him. “I promise I won’t hurt you. I only want to make you feel better,” she said. “You can’t see it now, but it’s possible that you could race again one day. But for that to happen, you’ll need to cooperate. You have to meet me halfway.”

Estella had no idea that Marty Edwards was watching her from the back door of the store, and he was angry. “She’ll just have to learn the hard way that Stargazer doesn’t like company,” he mumbled to himself.

As Estella spoke, she took several small steps towards the horse, stopping halfway between the rails and his stable.

“What the hell is that crazy woman doing?” Marty said, heading up the slope.

“Come on, Stargazer,” Estella said. The horse snorted, and she flinched with fright. His ears remained back, but she was sure he was more frightened than she was. Estella remembered her childhood with her mother and Marcus Wordsworth, who bred thoroughbred horses before the war. She’d spent as much time as she could in the stables. Marcus had taught her to read a horse’s body language pretty well, so she was sure that Stargazer wasn’t going to charge her. “Come on, boy,” she said, praying her instincts were right. Estella extended her hand, unaware that Marty Edwards was now standing at the rails behind her. He was sure she’d lost all sense, but he couldn’t help being mesmerised. Normally Stargazer wouldn’t allow anyone in his yard except him, and even he couldn’t get too close.

Stargazer took an uneven step towards her, which almost broke Estella’s heart. He seemed unsure of himself and terribly dejected. Estella empathised. She felt the same way. She wanted to put her arms around his neck and reassure him that the worst was over. Instead she took another small step towards him. “Come on, Stargazer,” she said. “You can do it, boy.” He had to prove he trusted her.

Marty didn’t know what she was trying to achieve, but couldn’t tear his eyes from what was happening between the horse and Estella. Estella waited patiently while the horse’s ears flicked backwards and forwards, signalling his indecision. Your life depends on this decision, Estella thought. Finally, he took two steps and then stretched his neck to sniff at her outstretched hand.

Even though his efforts were heartbreakingly pitiful, Estella felt he was taking a step towards recovery. “That’s it, boy. We can do this together.” She began to cry again, and his ears shot forward. To Marty’s utter amazement, Stargazer lifted his head to look at her with troubled dull brown eyes. They wrenched Estella’s heart. She’d always thought a horse’s eyes were the windows to their souls, but Stargazer’s soul appeared to be lost.

Marty was absolutely astonished. “The only other person Stargazer ever approached was my late wife,” he said. Estella heard him, but she didn’t turn. She dared not break the fragile spell between herself and the horse.

“I believe her voice used to hypnotise him,” Marty added.

Estella caught the anguish in his voice. He’d obviously loved his late wife very much. Although Stargazer was alive, in a sense, Marty had lost him, too. “He hasn’t been brushed for a long time,” Estella said, looking at the horse’s tangled mane in dismay.

“He won’t let anyone touch him,” Marty said. “Not even me.”

Estella stepped closer and tentatively reached for his neck. She heard Marty gasp in fear and saw Stargazer’s muscles tense and stiffen, and then he flinched when her fingers brushed against his skin. His ears shot back, and his upper lip curled. “It’s all right,” Estella whispered, aware he might bite her.

“Watch out, he can still kick like a mule,” Marty warned. Estella could tell by his tone that he genuinely feared for her safety, and she imagined how Stargazer must have reacted in the past. “There’s a good boy,” she said softly, determined to change his ways. Gently, she ran her hand down the skin at the edge of his mane and began to softly knead with her fingers. “That’s nice, isn’t it?” she said soothingly, stepping closer to him. Stargazer’s eyes had been so wide that the whites had been showing, but his head slowly dropped again, his eyes half closed, and he seemed to relax into a trance.

“I don’t believe it,” Marty whispered.

After a few minutes of massaging, Estella stopped. The muscles beneath her fingers were still tight and knotted. There was a lot to do, but from the way he was standing, she was sure his problem was muscular. “I don’t want to overdo it today, in case I lose his trust,” she said.

She turned and went back to the railing.

“What was that you were doing?” Marty asked her.

“Equine massage. It’s been around for hundreds of years, but people think it’s something new. It cures all sorts of ailments. I’m sure you are aware that more than sixty percent of a horse’s body weight is muscle. Massage alone can’t cure a severe injury, but it can help with blood flow and the release of toxins in the muscle. It can also help to free nerve pathways. Unfortunately, with Stargazer’s injury happening some time ago, he’s now suffering from atrophy.”

Marty frowned. “What’s that?”

Estella saw the fear in his eyes. “It’s muscle waste, due to a lack of movement and exercise. I want to stress it’s not your fault, Marty. Stargazer is basically afraid to move, in case he feels pain. The pain may be non-existent or minimal now, but he’s still afraid because it’s real in his mind. Once I’ve found the exact area where the problem is or was originally, I can work on it with creams to help with inflammation if there is any, and massage to stimulate blood flow and healing. Then he can begin to exercise. It will take a week or two of constant work to overcome the psychological block he has before he notices the physical changes, but he has demonstrated a willingness to trust me, so we’re over the first and most important hurdle. How about you, Marty? Are you going to trust me?”

Marty looked at Stargazer, and Estella could see that he found it hard to imagine the horse as anything other than what he was now. Marty, too, was suffering psychological damage. For so long he had believed that Stargazer would never recover, so in a sense, she now had to treat them both.

“I must admit your handling of the problem is a little unusual.” Marty was actually relieved that Estella hadn’t mentioned operating or poking needles into Stargazer--not that he would allow it.

“I was introduced to equine massage while doing my university courses. I liked it so much I did some extra training in the field. Vets and horse trainers do use it, and I prefer it to more invasive treatments like surgery, which should be a last resort. The body has a way of healing itself, given the right encouragement.” Estella could see that Marty was interested.

“You make it sounds so simple,” he said, looking at her with a degree of scepticism.

“It isn’t simple,” she said, glancing at Stargazer. “Obviously, your horse suffered a very painful injury, and it wasn’t treated.”

Marty caught the accusation. “Have you ever done this before, other than in your training?” he snapped.

Estella’s head dropped. “No, I haven’t practised since I got my degree, but I know what I’m doing.” She hoped she knew what she was doing. Her reputation was resting on it. “Will you give Stargazer a chance, Marty? He has nothing to lose and everything to gain.”

Marty was silent for a few moments. He knew she was right, but he still didn’t believe she could actually help Stargazer. “All right, girl, but we’ll both be the laughing-stock of the town,” he said.

Estella was startled that he was worried about what the townsfolk would think. But then she realised that with such a small population, everybody would state their opinions, whether they were wanted or not.

“They won’t be laughing when Stargazer wins the cup again this year,” she said confidently.

Marty looked at her with an expression of pity. “I know you mean well, Estella, but don’t set yourself up for failure. You don’t know Stargazer or the extent of his injury, and you’ve no past achievements to back your therapy. I don’t see it happening, but if you can make him comfortable, I’ll owe you a debt of gratitude. As for the supplies you want, I’m sure we can come to an arrangement that we’ll both be happy with.”

“Fair enough,” Estella said. She did have high hopes for Stargazer, but she could see she would have to keep them to herself. “I’ll begin first thing tomorrow morning. I’ll need his brushes and combs, and I want to set him a special diet that you must follow to the letter.”

Marty nodded. He glanced at Stargazer and then looked back at Estella. His expression told her he had about as much faith in her treatment being successful as he had of Stargazer winning the Melbourne Cup or the Grand National.


CHAPTER 9

As Estella walked between the buildings towards Adelaide Street, she heard the roar of an engine. When she emerged alongside the hotel, Murphy’s plane was moving down the ‘runway,’ gathering speed and sending clouds of red dust billowing into the air, covering the setting sun in a hazy film. Estella could make out someone in the cockpit beside Murphy, and presumed it was Dan Dugan. As it was only an hour or so before dark, she wondered how far they were going, and whether Dan was sober.

The inside of the hotel appeared dim after emerging from the golden light just before sunset. Charlie was picking up empty glasses. He saw her coming and stood waiting to hear what had happened.

“Well, Charlie, I have my first customer,” Estella said. Her eyes hadn’t adjusted to the gloominess, so she didn’t notice a man sitting near the window.

Charlie’s eyes widened. “Don’t tell me you convinced Marty to let you treat Stargazer?”

“That’s right.”

Charlie was clearly shocked. “How did you change his mind?”

“I think Stargazer did it for me. He walked towards me. With a little encouragement.”

Charlie’s mouth dropped open.

“Actually, he only took three steps, but he did let me massage him for a few minutes.”

“You’ve achieved a miracle already, Estella. Your ….” he glanced towards the stockman in the far corner, and Estella looked over her shoulder. “Your predecessor, Ross, would have been delighted.”

Estella was touched, but for the first time she felt the weight of responsibility for Stargazer’s recovery. She lowered her voice. “I’ve got a long way to go, Charlie. Stargazer is in a terrible way, but I really think I can help him. At least I hope so.”

“I know how much it means to you, Estella, so I wish you every success.”

“Thank you.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “I know that what I achieve with Stargazer will have a direct bearing on how much the rest of the community trusts me.”

“Yer right, and you couldn’t have picked a harder place to start, but I have every faith in you.”

Estella wondered whether he really had faith in her or was just being encouraging. “After reading the file on Stargazer, I knew I had to help him, Charlie, no matter what Marty said.”

Charlie looked at her for a few moments. “Do you realise it’s that dedication that makes you a real vet, Estella?”

A small smile came to her lips. “I suppose it does.” She actually felt like a veterinarian for the first time since getting her degree nearly a year ago. “I just saw Murphy’s plane taking off,” she said.

“He and Dr. Dan are heading out to Pandi Pandi. They just had a radio call about a stockman who’s had an accident.”

“Was Dan …sober?”

“Of course he was. He doesn’t come in here until after dark, Estella, when he knows he can’t physically respond to a call from one of the stations.” Charlie didn’t add that it didn’t take long after dark for him to get in quite a state.

“Will they be back tonight?”

“That depends on how serious the injury is and whether the stockman will need to be transported to hospital.”

“Do you think they will bring him here?”

“They might, or the Doc might just treat him out there. It depends on the injury. If it’s a broken leg, as suspected, Dan might set it and leave him in the care of Lorraine Lester, the owner’s wife. She’s more than capable. If it’s something more serious, or life-threatening, Murphy will fly him to Alice Springs or Adelaide. Infection is one of the biggest problems in the bush. If it isn’t treated quickly, you’re as good as dead.” Charlie glanced over Estella’s shoulder and then leant towards her. “I’ve just been told that Teddy Hall is having a problem with his cows,” he whispered.

“What kind of problem?”

“Five or six have aborted their calves in the last few days.”

“Do you think he’ll contact me for advice or for a look at his herd?”

“I don’t know, but I thought you might want to know just in case, so that you can be prepared.” He winked at her.

Estella nodded and mouthed the words, thank you. “I’d like something to eat before I go home,” she said.

“How about lamb chops with egg and chips? Or if that’s not to your taste, we have chips and egg with a couple of chops on the side.”

Remembering Kylie telling her about the limited menu, Estella smiled. “I think I’ll have egg, chops, and chips, if I’m not being difficult, and only if you’ll join me.”

Charlie laughed.

After working out a diet for Stargazer that would maximise his nutrition intake, Estella did some more cleaning before having a wash and getting ready for bed. Apart from the repairs that needed doing to the exterior of the house, she was becoming satisfied with the interior. She’d rearranged the furniture and added a few personal items of her own: photographs of her parents and her brother and some of her favourite childhood pets. She’d also hung a fringed shawl on the wall and put some pictures of exotic animals around the house that she’d found in Ross’s storage cupboard. The house wasn’t anything like the home she had grown up in, or the one she’d shared with James, but her circumstances aside, she felt happier in it. The only explanation she could come up with for feeling this way was that she was entirely responsible for the way it now looked, and she didn’t have to consult anyone about decisions she made. So far she had only seen the downside of independence, but she was beginning to see it had advantages, too.

Just before retiring, Estella sat on the front veranda for a little while, enjoying the silence, which was only interrupted by the odd noise from an insect. She could make out a light glowing in a couple of the houses, as well as the hotel in the distance. She thought it was so nice not to hear the London traffic and imagined that the peace and quiet would be wonderful for her baby. She would have liked to admire the stars, but the wind had picked up and the sky was hazy with dust. As she looked across the landscape, she thought she saw something move not more than twenty feet away. Kylie had given her a flashlight so that she could find the outhouse at night, so she shined it in the direction of the animal and saw its eyes glowing in the darkness. It looked like a dog, but the light frightened it away.

Estella was up with the sun the next morning. The wind had become hot and uncomfortable, but she barely thought about it. She was too eager to begin work on Stargazer. She had asked Charlie for some fresh carrots or sugar cubes, but he hadn’t had either, so she had taken a piece of stale bread for the horse. Again, she approached the horse cautiously, but intentionally displayed more confidence. He sniffed at the bread before taking it, while she spoke soothing words of comfort and ran her hands over his neck. Before attempting to brush him, she gently massaged his neck. He wasn’t keen that she touched his back, so she just worked on his neck, attempting to put him in a state of relaxation. He was tense for a while, but she was tentatively grooming his head and neck when Marty approached an hour later.

Marty had intended to tell her that he’d changed his mind. All night he had been thinking about what she proposed to do, and the more he contemplated it, the less confident he was that it could work. But when he saw Estella actually grooming Stargazer, his resolve weakened.

“Good morning,” Estella said brightly. “I have that diet schedule for you.”

Marty stood staring at what she was doing in bewilderment. “I can’t believe you are grooming Stargazer,” he stammered.

“He won’t allow me to do too much today, but every day I will increase the duration of grooming and massage. In no time he’ll begin to feel much better. In a fortnight, he’ll be a different horse, but the injury might take a month, or even six weeks, to get completely sorted out.”

For the first time, Marty felt real hope. Estella could see it, and it buoyed her.

“I’ve put some fly repellent and ointment on his ears,” she said. “It should keep the flies away and allow the skin to heal. When he’s a little more comfortable, I’ll trim his hooves and get someone to shoe him. Is there a blacksmith I can call?”

“I can shoe him. I would’ve done it, but he wouldn’t let me. If I can do anything else ….”

“I do have a favour to ask of you,” Estella said, grateful for the opportunity to bring it up.

“What’s that?”

“I want to move Stargazer over to my house. I have a stable and yard, and the ground is even, which should suit him more. You’d be welcome to visit any time, of course.” Estella could see that Marty was torn, and wondered whether it was had been too soon to suggest the move. “It wouldn’t be for a few more days, because I can only take small steps with his recovery, but I know it would be better for him.” Marty nodded reluctantly. Estella wanted to include him somehow. She thought it was important. “Actually, Marty, I have another favour to ask.”

Marty looked at her apprehensively. He wasn’t sure about all these changes. “I’d like you to exercise him. When he’s ready, of course. I haven’t ridden for a long time, and he knows you. But only if you have time. I know you must be busy in the store.”

“I can’t even look at him like this, let alone think about riding him.” Marty walked away, leaving Estella bewildered.

“I think I’m going too fast for both of you,” she said to the horse, mentally criticising her lack of experience.

By the time Estella got home, the wind had really come up. She began getting the yard ready for Stargazer, but the going was difficult with the swirling, choking dust. The water trough had to be scrubbed and the stall cleaned out. The feed box also needed to be reattached to the fence. By the time she’d finished, she ached all over, her fingers were blistered and cut, and she desperately needed a bath.

When Estella went inside, her heart plummeted. She’d forgotten that all the windows were open, and now everything was covered in a layer of thick, red dust. “Oh, no,” she cried, as she walked across the kitchen floor and heard the crunch of grit beneath her shoes.

After closing all the windows, Estella went in the bathroom to clean herself up. Even the bathtub was full of dust. Crying in exhausted frustration, she washed it out and then washed herself and her hair, frustrated that she could use so little water. She was about to begin cleaning up the dust, when there was a knock on the back door, and she heard Kylie calling her.

“Come in,” Estella called back. They met in the kitchen. Kylie saw the dismay on Estella’s face. “Something bad happen, missus?”

“I was outside working when the dust storm came up, and I didn’t think about the open windows. The house had been so clean, too. I’m so sorry about the kitchen after all your hard work.” Estella was close to tears again, but she tried to put on a brave front.

Kylie glanced around. “Not to worry, missus. It’s just a bit of dust, hey?”

“You’re right. I’ll soon have it cleaned up.”

“You mustn’t worry about dust, missus. It’s always dusty out here.”

This wasn’t what Estella wanted to hear. She couldn’t live with grit under her feet all the time. “Did Murphy take you to see your family?”

“Yes, this morning, missus.” Kylie broke into her familiar broad smile. “Betty made some steak and kidney pies while I was away. She sent me over with one for you, just in case you were homesick, she said.” She presented Estella with a pie wrapped in cheesecloth. Estella could feel the warmth through the cloth. “Oh, how kind,” she said, absolutely delighted. She was pleased, but she felt like crying and cursed her emotions, wishing they’d settle. “I’m ravenous.”

Her fluctuating emotions puzzled Kylie. “I’m looking after the hospital tonight, as Dr. Dan and Murphy won’t be back till morning. If you get lonely, missus, come over.”

“I might just do that, Kylie. Thank you so much for bringing this pie over, and please tell Betty I’ll really enjoy it. I’m so touched by her kindness.”

“Betty’s always thoughtful,” she said.

Like a demon possessed, Estella set about cleaning up the dust. She mopped floors and washed down every surface, even the walls, but was careful not to use too much water. She was determined the elements weren’t going to beat her. She hadn’t had any control over the circumstances that brought her to Kangaroo Crossing, but she wouldn’t live in a dirty house. That was something she could change. She was in a state of exhaustion by the time she fell into bed at 3 a.m., but the house was clean again. She didn’t wake until 9 a.m., which meant she was off to a late start.

Marty had already fed Stargazer by the time she got there. She found him cleaning the trough after the dust storm, and noticed he avoided looking at the horse.

“I’m sorry I’m late, Marty. I was up half the night cleaning the house because I’d left all the windows open, and there was a thick layer of dust everywhere.”

“You’ll learn to get along with dust living out here,” Marty said. “It becomes part of your life. Even with the windows closed, it seems to get into everything.”

“Well I’m not opening the windows if it’s windy,” Estella said. “When is it going to rain?”

Marty laughed derisively. “On average we get an inch in summer, half an inch in spring and winter, and a drop more in autumn.”

“Is that all? No wonder no one has a garden.”

“I haven’t seen a garden in years.”

Estella had hoped to plant a garden, but the idea suddenly seemed ludicrous. “How did you come to be living in Kangaroo Crossing, Marty?”

“Myrtle and I were looking for a country store when we saw an advertisement. We’re originally from Yorkshire, but we brought Phyllis to Australia for the climate. She used to suffer badly with bronchitis every winter. We’d always wanted a country store, so we thought the advertisement was an answer to our prayers.”

“Did you still think so when you got here?”

“No. Myrtle and I were horrified when we found out how isolated the town was, but we went ahead with the purchase and soon settled in. In no time at all we’d met all the people that live on the stations, and Phyllis settled down. She finished her schooling on the radio and helped out in the store. There were a few other children here at the time, a couple of them young adolescents like Phyllis, but they’ve since moved on with their families.”

Estella prayed the town didn’t shrink further, although that hardly seemed possible. “Where did you get Stargazer?”

Marty fell quiet for a few moments, and Estella wished she hadn’t asked.

“One of our customers went bankrupt,” he finally said. “He lost everything, including his station, and he couldn’t pay what he owed us, so he gave us Stargazer as a foal. I thought it was a dud deal, even though he told me Stargazer’s sire was a racehorse with a few wins behind him. Not that it even entered my mind to race Stargazer. I thought he’d just be a hack horse for Phyllis, but she never took to him. She prefers mechanical transport. Murphy’s been giving her lessons in his plane.”

Estella was astonished. “I’ve always preferred horses, although I haven’t ridden for quite a while. How did Stargazer get into racing?”

“In 1951 the field for the picnic races was a bit small, and as the races are used as a fundraiser for different charities, I was asked to enter Stargazer just to make up the numbers. He won with flying colours, and Myrtle was so proud that I entered him the next two years.” His smiled waned. “John Matthews asked if I’d put him to one of his mares and, well, you know the rest.”

“Did Myrtle ever ride him?”

“No. Believe it or not, I was once an apprentice jockey in England until I had a bad fall. Now they use steel pins to fix such injuries, but I still have problems with my hip and leg when it’s cold ….” He glanced at Stargazer, and Estella knew he identified with the horse’s injuries.

“But you rode him in the picnic races, didn’t you?”

“Yes.” He smiled sadly. “I thought being a bush race, there’d be no pressure or rough stuff, but I was wrong. They’re a mad lot, but Stargazer was a natural. He always led from start to finish. It was magic to win like that. The crowd roared, and everyone cheered for him, whether they had their money on him or not.” He looked up at the horse again, and a flash of pain crossed his face. “The poor sod didn’t deserve this to happen to him.” Marty turned away, but Estella had seen the tears in his eyes.

“I had better get back to the store,” he said, and left.

By mid-afternoon, Estella was dog-tired. She’d been working on Stargazer’s head, neck, and shoulders with massage and grooming. She had started on his mane, but he was touchy about it, which forced Estella to consider that his recovery might take longer than she first thought. She stopped at the hotel, and Charlie made her up some corned beef sandwiches to take home. She intended to eat, bathe, and have an early night.

As Estella approached the house, she saw smoke, which appeared to be coming from out back. She ran through the house, noticing the backdoor open, and seedpods and bark on the kitchen table.

“Kylie,” she called, as she couldn’t imagine who else would be at her house. She looked out the backdoor, where a campfire was blazing. Glancing about, she couldn’t see anyone, but she heard a door bang somewhere in the house. Estella turned and jumped with fright, as an Aboriginal woman came down the passageway into the kitchen.

“Who you?” the woman demanded, poking her finger at Estella. She was small and thin with frizzy hair and an abundance of attitude. Shouting in her language, she waved her arms in the air. Her face was lined around her eyes, which were wild, and she was wearing a discoloured shift that looked like it was smeared with blood, and smelt terrible.

“Who are you?” Estella asked in confusion. “And what are you doing in my house?”

“This my house,” the woman screeched.

Estella’s weariness made her cranky, and she couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Have you lost your mind? This is my house, now get out before I call a constable?”

The woman gesticulated with her hands and sneered. “You get out,” she yelled.

“Look at the mess you’ve made,” Estella said, glancing at the table and floor, where some of her belongings were strewn. She knew it was an irrational thing to say, but she was too tired to think straight. “Have you been ransacking the house? Looking for money or valuables? Because I haven’t got either.”

“What you talkin’? This my house,” the woman shouted.

“This is not your house. I don’t know where you’ve come from, or where you live, but it isn’t here. Now get out.”

“This house my man’s house,” the woman yelled. “Now it my house.” She turned and stormed out the door. Estella stood in the kitchen trying to make sense of what she’d said, when the woman came back with a stick that looked like a club.

“Don’t you come near me,” Estella said, snatching the broom from a corner and pointing it at the woman. “Where are your things if this is your house?” She wanted the woman to see how illogical her claim was. She hadn’t seen anything that belonged to a woman in the house. The woman looked at her in bewilderment. She picked up a photograph of her parents from the kitchen floor. It had been in the living room that morning. “This is my family,” Estella said. “How dare you throw their photograph on the floor.”

The woman looked at her as if she were crazy.

“I should call the police and have you arrested,” Estella said.

The woman looked unimpressed. “You go,” she said, waving the club.

“I have been here for days. If this was your house, where have you been?”

“I been walkabout.”

A small child came up behind the woman and clung to her, her expression terrified.

Estella looked into her enormous brown eyes, and all the fight drained from her. She lowered the broom handle.

“Ross Cooper my man,” the Aboriginal woman said. “This is Binnie, our child.”

Estella gasped in shock. The little girl did look lighter- skinned, but surely it couldn’t be true. “I’m the new vet. Charlie Cooper told me I could live here. He didn’t mention that Ross had a wife and child.” Estella realised if it were true, then the child was her half-sister. “Were you legally married?” she asked the Aboriginal woman, who looked confused. “Do you have a marriage licence?” She was trying to establish whether the woman really did have a claim on the house. As heartless as that was, she had to be practical.

“We married by Aboriginal law.”

Estella sank onto a chair, as her head swooned. She had no idea what that entailed or whether the marriage was even recognised by the white community. “What’s your name?” she asked.

“Mai.”

“Mai, I’m Estella. Ross is gone, dead, and I’m the new vet. I have nowhere else to go, and I will be using the surgery, so I’m staying here.”

“I stay here,” Mai said stubbornly.

“You can’t,” Estella said.

“I stay,” Mai insisted.

Clearly they had come to an impasse. “Can’t you go walkabout again?”

Mai looked angry, and Estella suddenly feared she might use the club in her hand, so she pointed the broom handle in her direction. She knew she wasn’t being very cordial, but she didn’t see any other solution. She couldn’t leave, even if she wanted to.

Mai shouted something in her language and went out the back, the child following her. Estella waited a few moments, hoping she had gone, before getting up to look out the back door. She was horrified to see Mai dragging a small dead kangaroo across the dust and heaving it into the fire. It left a trail of blood, and it hadn’t even been skinned.

“What are you doing?” Estella called in horror.

Mai turned. “Binnie hungry,” she said, again waving her arm.

Estella couldn’t help retching, as the smell of singeing fur and burning flesh filled the air. She stumbled inside, slammed the door, and went into the bathroom, where she poured a basin of cold water and splashed her face. “This is intolerable,” she said. She wanted to go and see Charlie and find out the truth, but feared Mai would lock her out of the house if she left. Instead she staggered through to the bedroom, closed the door and lay down. She was so tired she could barely think, let alone cope with a mad woman.

When Estella awoke, she had no idea what time it was. Even though the window was closed, she could hear screeching …or was it singing? She went through the house, which was dark and silent, and looked out the back door. The smell of charred meat assailed her. Sitting beside the campfire in the dust was Mai, singing loudly when she wasn’t drinking from a bottle. Estella was horrified to see she was very intoxicated. She frantically looked around for the child. On the far side of the campfire, she could just make out her sleeping form, lying in the dust. Estella felt angry, disgusted. And sad. She wanted to bring the child inside, but was sure Mai would object.

“Mai,” she called. At first the Aboriginal woman didn’t seem to hear her, so Estella called her again. Finally, Mai looked over at her with bleary eyes.

“Please keep quiet. Your child is asleep, and I would like to sleep, too.”

Mai shouted back at her in her language and then cackled. Then she began singing again and talking to herself. Estella watched in horror as she staggered to her feet and began dancing, her arms waving in the air, and her feet stamping in the dust. The contents of the bottle went all over her, but she didn’t notice. It wasn’t until the bottle slipped through her fingers, fell to the ground and smashed, that she swore at the top of her voice.

Estella couldn’t take any more. She slammed the back door.

“Oh, God,” she groaned. “What next?” 


CHAPTER 10

After a sleepless night, worrying about Binnie in the care of her seemingly incapable mother, Estella got up to find they’d vanished. Even the ashes of the fire had been scattered, barely leaving a trace. Estella found it all very odd, and if not for lack of sleep and a solitary seedpod left under the kitchen table, she might have believed the whole incident had been a terrible nightmare.

On her way to Stargazer’s stable, Estella stopped in the pub. It was still very early, obviously too early for Charlie, who looked like he’d also had a bad night. “Why didn’t you tell me that my … that Ross had an Aboriginal wife and child?”

Still half-asleep, the publican looked confused. “It would have been courteous if you had let me know, Charlie. Mai turned up last night and told me to get out of her house.”

Charlie’s look of astonishment turned to mild amusement. “So you and Mai got into it, did yer?” he grinned.

“I don’t find the situation very funny, and to be honest, I don’t think I can take any more revelations. I’ve had a lifetime’s share in the past few months, and it’s becoming all too much.” Bereft of sleep, Estella had even less power over her wayward emotions, so she turned away as tears stung her eyes.

Instead of realising he’d been insensitive, Charlie mumbled, “By Christ, you’re prickly.”

Angry that he was accusing her of being irritable, Estella turned and glared at him.

He shrugged. “All right, I know I can be a little thick-skinned.” He kept forgetting how touchy white women could be. It reaffirmed his decision to restrict any romantic involvements he had to Aboriginal women.

“That’s an understatement,” Estella said.

“Look, Estella, Mai was seldom around when Ross was alive. Frankly, I never expected her to return to Kangaroo Crossing after his death. That’s why I didn’t mention it. That, and because of your reaction to Edna.”

Estella felt slightly embarrassed. She knew she hadn’t hidden her shock very well. “So, it’s true. Ross was married to Mai. And Binnie is their child.”

“Yes. They had a tribal marriage.” He’d actually been so drunk that the whole occasion had been a blur. “It’s not recognised by European law, so she can’t legally claim the house, if that’s what’s bothering you.”

“Mai left me in little doubt that she believes Ross was her husband in every sense of the word, so in all conscience I couldn’t displace her or the child.” Estella still felt guilty because she’d been tempted. “I didn’t know my father at all, but I can’t believe a man who was so organised in his professional life could have a relationship with someone like Mai. I know that sounds unkind, but Mai’s downright hostile, loud, and terribly untidy. And then there’s her drinking. If Ross married someone like Mai, then there’s obviously a side to him that I’ve yet to learn about.”

“Ross was lonely. It’s as simple as that, Estella.” Charlie rubbed his unshaven jaw. “A man has needs …and we’re a long way from any bawdy houses.” He glanced at Estella, whose eyes had widened, and realised he’d said too much. “Mai was always a bit on the wild side, but Ross seemed to have a stabilising effect on her. In her own unconventional way, she loved him very much. So I’m sure his death affected her deeply, and she isn’t herself.”

“She kept me up half the night, screeching and screaming,” Estella said. “How did he put up with that?”

“That’s her way of mourning.”

“Mourning! She was drinking from a bottle, and I’m certain she was intoxicated.”

“Don’t blame me for that. I don’t sell grog to the Aboriginals. They can’t handle it, and besides, it’s against the law.” Charlie knew they got liquor easily. The station owners quite often paid them in grog, and now and again, when no one was around, he sold it to a couple of half-Aboriginal stockmen, but never the women.

“Well, she got it from somebody. I couldn’t sleep for worrying about the child.”

“Binnie will be fine, Estella. The other tribal members will take care of her if Mai can’t.”

“Mai was waving a club around like she wanted to batter me, with no concern for Binnie, who was as terrified as I was.”

“I’m sure she wouldn’t hurt you. Unless you provoked her. I can’t say what she’d do in that case.”

Estella gasped in shock. “I only pointed a broom handle at her in self-defence.”

Charlie’s eyes widened. “Stone the crows, Estella. She would have thought you were gonna get into it.”

“I don’t know what the women are like in this part of the world, Charlie, but where I come from, women don’t get into it! To be honest, I considered contacting the authorities about Binnie. It seems to me the child would be better off in an orphanage, where she’d get proper care.”

“You can’t be serious, Estella.”

“Mai must have clubbed a kangaroo to death, because she threw its bleeding carcass on the fire, complete with fur. I’ve never seen anything so disgusting.”

“That’s the tribal way, Estella. If Mai didn’t kill kangaroos and other animals, she’d starve to death, and so would Binnie.”

Estella began pacing. “It’s such a primitive way to live. Didn’t Ross provide for his wife and child?”

“He gave her anything she wanted, but you have to understand that tribal Aboriginal people live differently. They do not value possessions.”

Estella shook her head. “I don’t doubt that for a minute. She threw mine all over the house. What I don’t understand is that last night she told me she was staying, and when I got up today, she’d gone.”

Charlie shrugged. “They’re nomadic people. They can be here for months or gone for months. They take off whenever they get the notion. Quite frankly, I like the fact that Edna doesn’t get under my feet all the time. You’ll soon get used to their ways, Estella.”

“I can’t worry about it now, Charlie. I have to concentrate on Stargazer if I’m going to be of any help to him.”

Estella had almost reached the stables when she heard the distant hum of an engine. The sound could be heard long before Murphy’s plane appeared in the vast blue sky. For a few moments, she watched it coming in to land, but before it touched down, it disappeared behind the store. Clouds of rising dust announced it was on the runway. A few moments later the engine was cut, and complete silence enveloped the town once more.

“How are you today, boy?” Estella asked, as she approached Stargazer. He had his head in the feed bin, which she checked to ensure that Marty was giving him the right food. He needed phosphorous in his diet to provide the necessary protein for muscle regeneration, which meant he had to be fed wheat bran, linseed meal, or soybean meal mixed with his usual feed. Stargazer’s ears flicked backwards and forwards, but Estella understood that he hadn’t yet grown used to the idea of company or being handled on a regular basis. “I hope you’ve had more rest than I have,” she mumbled, leaning her head against his and closing her eyes.

Marty quietly approached and stood by the rails. Memories overwhelmed him as he watched her doing exactly what Myrtle used to do--rest her head against Stargazer’s. Unexpectedly, moisture filled his eyes, and a lump formed in his throat. He silently cursed himself for being a sentimental old fool, especially when he recalled what a few of the local men had said to him. He’d been expecting the criticism to begin, just not so soon.

“You enjoyed your breakfast, didn’t you, boy?” Estella said, and smiled when Stargazer nodded his head. He was only being restless, but it did look as if he were answering her.

“Good morning,” Marty said in a voice gruff with emotion.

“Oh, good morning.” Estella could see he looked unsettled and thought he was worried about the horse. “It may be my imagination, but I think Stargazer looks a bit better this morning. What do you think?”

Marty snorted. “It is your imagination,” he snapped, startling her.

“A positive outlook would be helpful, Marty,” she retorted.

Marty’s lips clamped together, and he half turned away. Estella studied him, and guessed what had happened. “Don’t let the locals’ negative comments get to you,” she said. “The world is full of knockers.”

“Some of the townsfolk think I’m a fool for allowing this treatment,” Marty barked.

“You’re not, and they’ll see. My mother always said the proof was in the pudding, which means your critics will just have to eat their words when Stargazer is well.” Estella smiled up at the horse. “Let’s begin work, boy,” she said. “It seems we have something to prove.” She glanced at Marty, who scowled at her before walking away.

“You’ll have to try extra hard, Stargazer,” Estella whispered. “Because it looks like Marty’s reputation is on the line, along with mine.”

As Stargazer was close to nineteen hands, Estella had to stand on a stool so that she could use her weight to massage his withers. She was working cautiously when Michael Murphy came along. The horse was jittery about her touching his back, and wouldn’t stand still, but Estella felt it was time she got to the heart of the problem--the area of the original injury. She felt it was in a muscle group near the point of hip, or loin, but she wouldn’t know for certain until Stargazer let her do some deep massage in the region. Beginning with his withers, she set to work with the intention of slowly moving towards his rump. “Whoa,” she cried as Stargazer almost knocked the stool over. “Steady, boy.”

“Look out,” Murphy said, when she almost lost her footing.

Climbing down, Estella decided to give Stargazer a five-minute break to settle.

“Perhaps you are going too fast for him,” Murphy suggested.

She gave him a look that implied she didn’t appreciate his interference. “Would you welcome advice on how to fly your plane?”

Murphy frowned. “I just don’t want to see you get hurt. Stargazer can be unpredictable.”

“I wouldn’t be a very effective vet if I were terrified of large, temperamental animals, would I?”

Murphy put his hands up in surrender. “All right, I’ll say no more.” Just the same, he couldn’t help remembering what had happened to Ross Cooper.

Estella changed the subject. “How is the stockman you took Dan to see?”

“His leg was broken, but he was lucky because it was a clean break.”

“How did it happen?”

“He fell off a horse. While mustering.” Estella noted his meaningful glance, but made no comment.

“Have you settled into Ross’s house?” Murphy asked.

“Yes. There was a lot of cleaning to do, but I’m quite comfortable now.”

“Good.”

“I had visitors yesterday that were a bit of a surprise.”

“Who were they?”

“Ross Cooper’s wife and child.”

Murphy looked genuinely surprised. “Mai and Binnie?”

“Unless he had another wife and child, and, frankly, at this point in time, nothing would surprise me.”

“Mai hasn’t been in Kangaroo Crossing for months. I think Ross only saw her two or three times a year, and that was only for a few weeks at a time. He used to say she had a permanent case of wanderlust.”

“He wasn’t wrong there. After zealously insisting she was staying, she was gone when I got up this morning.”

“You probably won’t see her again for months, if at all.”

Estella was happy that she’d at least get some sleep, although she still felt uneasy about Binnie. “Have you seen Teddy Hall?”

“No, why do you ask?”

“I heard he was having problems with his cows. Apparently, some of them have aborted their calves.”

“Mike Lester mentioned that. It seems he’s lost several more in the last two days. Some of the station owners are becoming concerned that the problem might be contagious.”

Estella knew they had reason to be concerned.

“Have you got any ideas?”

“I’d have to examine the animals to be certain, but I have a theory. I just hope it isn’t what I suspect. Do you think I should offer Teddy my services?”

“He knows where you are if he wants your help.”

“You know he won’t ask for assistance. He made it perfectly plain that he has no faith in my ability.”

“He may have no choice.”

“Be careful you don’t over inflate my self-esteem.”

Murphy smiled. “I’m sorry that didn’t sound right. What I meant to say is that I think Teddy Hall will have to drop a few of his preconceived ideas about women as vets if he wants to save his herd.”

“He’s not the only one. Have you changed your opinion?”

“There’s no denying you’ve made considerable progress with Stargazer. He hasn’t let anyone in his yard for a long time.”

“That almost sounds like a compliment.”

“For Marty’s sake as well as Stargazer’s, I hope you know what you are doing.”

Estella had to be honest. “I do, in theory.”

Murphy admired her candidness. When he’d first heard that she was helping Stargazer, he thought she was incredibly naïve. Even now he doubted she’d achieve miracles, but there was no denying she had courage. “You look more like a vet than you did when you got off the plane.” He looked over her sensible attire: flat shoes, blouse and slacks, and her braided hair. “And not so much like one of those women who model clothes.” He still couldn’t get used to the idea of someone so attractive doing the kind of work Ross used to do, although he was certain she wouldn’t last long.

“I’m not sure how to take that.”

Murphy smiled briefly. “Seriously, I respect you for taking up the challenge with Stargazer. I just hope you don’t build up Marty’s hopes and then leave before the job is done.”

“I have no intention of quitting, if only to see you lose your bet with the likes of Teddy Hall.” Murphy made no comment, but Estella could see he still didn’t believe she’d cope with living in the outback on a permanent basis. She wasn’t sure she believed it herself. “Perhaps you and I should have a wager,” she said. “I could do with the extra money.”

“So could I.”

“Having fortitude is one thing, but if I’m to stay here, I need to work. What I’m doing for Stargazer will help pay for the supplies I need to fix up the house, but I have to eat and be able to pay my bills. If no one trusts me with their animals, I’m going to starve.”

“I’m sure they’ll come round, but it won’t be easy for Teddy to swallow his pride after shooting his mouth off in front of his mates. The men tend to stick together.”

“Like sheep.”

Murphy couldn’t help laughing. “Like blowflies to a sheep’s ….”

“Ugh. I get the picture. Vividly,” Estella laughed.

Phyllis Edwards stepped out the back door. She was startled when she saw Murphy and Estella sharing a joke. From what Murphy had said about the new vet, Phyllis had been under the impression that he didn’t approve of her, for which she now felt rather foolish and gullible. “Murphy,” she called, her tone sharper than she intended. “I’m ready when you are.”

Murphy looked up, glanced at his watch, and mumbled, “She’s early.” He waved, and called, “I’m coming.”

“Flying lessons must pay well,” Estella said mockingly.

Murphy rolled his eyes. “If only. Catch ya later.”

Estella watched as he began walking down the incline towards the store. For the first time, it crossed her mind that although he had an air of detachment and superiority about him, which could spell trouble to the unsuspecting or naïve, he was a rather handsome man in a rugged kind of way. Not that she was in the frame of mind to appreciate any man, even one with rugged appeal. Her heart was going to take a long time to mend.

Estella looked at Phyllis, who was watching her carefully. Phyllis gave her a small, rather guarded smile before turning and going inside. She’s interested, Estella thought, but she needn’t fear any competition from me.

On her way home, Estella stopped at the hospital, hoping to see Betty and Kylie. She found Dan in his office studying a file.

“Good afternoon,” she said from the doorway.

Dan looked up. Estella could see he was exhausted.

“Good afternoon, Estella. How are you today?”

“Fine, thank you. I’m looking for Betty. Is she still here?”

“No. I’m afraid you’ve missed her.”

“Oh, dear. I wanted to thank her for the steak and kidney pie she sent me.”

“I’ve just finished the one she left for me. It was delicious.”

Estella noticed the plate and knife and fork on his desk. “Yes, it was. Is Kylie here?”

“She’s just gone to her room out back for a rest. Is there something I can help you with?”

Estella noticed his hand was shaking and that he seemed on edge. She supposed he needed a drink and wasn’t sure whether she felt pity or anger. “No, thank you.” She turned to go, but hesitated. “If you’d like to take a nap, I can stay for awhile.”

“I’ll be fine until tonight, but thank you for the kind offer.”

Estella nodded. “Any time. By the way, when Murphy and I stopped at the Mungerannie Road House, Hattie asked if I had anything for the kids’ ringworm. If you are passing that way anytime soon, perhaps you could drop something off.”

“Yes, of course.”

When Estella went out the back of the hospital, the first thing she noticed was a huge shed that looked like it might have once been a hay barn, as it was open on two sides. She was astonished to see an old plane in it, covered in dust. There was also a workbench against the back wall, which was littered with tools and greasy bits of an engine. The tires of the plane were only partially inflated, giving the impression it hadn’t moved in years.

“Hello, missus,” Kylie said. Startled, Estella turned.

“Oh, Kylie, I didn’t hear you approach.”

“Sorry, missus. I saw you from my window.” She gestured to one of three rooms built onto the back of the hospital.

“Who does this plane belong to?”

“I don’t really know. All the time I’ve been here, it’s never moved, but Dr. Dan works on it from time to time.”

Estella was surprised. “Does he have a pilot’s licence?”

“I doubt it. Betty has often said he’s not keen on flying. He told me he likes tinkering with engines because it’s relaxing. I’ve heard him discussing the high cost of spare parts with Murphy, so I suppose that’s why it’s taking him so long.”

Estella didn’t know when he’d have time to restore the old plane, what with flying out to the stations and his work at the hospital. From what she could gather, he got drunk in any spare time he had. “I came to thank Betty for the pie, but I missed her.”

“She lives on Sydney Street if you want to visit her.”

Estella couldn’t help but smile at the mental picture of a row of houses on Sydney Street, when she knew there was only one. “I’ll catch her tomorrow. Actually, Kylie, I wanted to ask you about Mai and Binnie.”

“What about them, missus?”

“They turned up at the house last night. Mai claimed she was staying, but she’d gone this morning. Do you think she’ll be back?”

“I don’t know, missus. She’s always been a restless spirit. It’s the Aboriginal way to wander, but Mai can’t stay still at all.”

“That’s why I am so shocked that she was married to Ross.”

Kylie looked puzzled. “He was good for her, missus.”

“That’s what Charlie said.” Estella wondered if Mai had been good for Ross.

“He made her more settled. She still went walkabout a lot, but she always had Ross to return to.” Kylie looked worried. “I don’t know what will happen to Mai now.”

Estella was still baffled by what Ross would have gotten out of the marriage, apart from Binnie, who was a beautiful child. She had to wonder if remarrying made up for losing her mother and herself, but couldn’t imagine Mai was easy to live with, even for short spells.

When Estella got home, she was startled to find that Mai and Binnie had returned. They were out in the back, putting wood together for a fire. They’d been in the house again, and this time they’d left the remains of a lizard in the sink--a head and tail and some entrails, which almost made Estella sick. Taking several deep breaths, Estella decided to confront Mai. “Mai,” she called from the back door. “Are you going to stay here?”

The Aboriginal woman stopped what she was doing and looked at her blankly. “I stay,” she said.

“If we are going to co-habit, we need to work out a schedule.”

“What you talkin’, missus?”

“We’ll need to decide who will do what chores, and when. I’ll have my practise, so you may have to do more housework, but I’ll get my own meals. I’d also really appreciate it if you didn’t leave bits of dead animals in the sink or anywhere I’ll see them.”

Mai looked at Binnie and then back at Estella as if she’d just said it was going to rain for a week. She pointed her finger at Estella accusingly and said something to her daughter. Most of it was in her language, but Estella heard her say ‘animal doctor’ in English. She worked out that Mai couldn’t understand why someone who was a vet didn’t want to see parts of a dead animal.

“I don’t hunt and kill like you do,” she said in her defence. “And the remains of dead animals stink and attract flies. And, frankly,” she crinkled her nose, “it’s unhygienic to leave them around.” Estella realised it was a ludicrous thing to say to someone who cooked kangaroos with the fur, skin, and entrails intact. “Never mind that now. About the sleeping arrangements, I can move my bed into the surgery if Binnie would like my room. She can’t sleep in the dirt every night.” She didn’t like to think about Mai sleeping in Ross’s room, especially looking at the colour of her feet and the dried blood on her shift.

Mai shook her head. Estella didn’t know whether she was agreeing or disagreeing.

Mai then said something to her daughter in their language, and they both looked at Estella and laughed before continuing on with the task of putting a fire together.

Frustrated and embarrassed, Estella went back into the house. “I can see this isn’t going to work out,” she mumbled to herself.


CHAPTER 11

John Matthews and Teddy Hall rode side by side under the searing noon sun. They were heading towards the sound of ‘death’ in the bush--thousands of buzzing flies. Suddenly the wind turned, and the stench enveloped them like a suffocating blanket.

“I had to shoot twenty-three sheep this morning in the north paddock,” John said, swatting blowies from his perspiring face as they looked down at the rotting carcasses of almost two dozen sheep in the bottom of the dry creek bed. They were a pathetic sight with millions of ants crawling over them, competing with the flies for the scraps of flesh left on their emaciated remains. “I’ve just about had enough. There’s almost no feed, and what sheep I’ve got left are skin and bones, but it doesn’t stop the flamin’ blowies from getting them. If I lose any more, I may as well throw the towel in.”

Teddy had his own problems, but he sympathised with John. They were all contending with the yearlong drought, and despite their enduring efforts to combat the flies ‘blowing’ their sheep, it was a losing battle. “When did you last dip?”

“Two weeks ago, and I crutched two weeks before that. I thought it was too dry for this to happen, but apparently I was wrong.”

Teddy glanced at John. “Yer still luckier than some. Matt Williams has lost a quarter of his herd to blowies in the last couple of weeks. I certainly hope the same thing doesn’t happen to me. I’ve got enough problems.”

“Are you still losing calves?”

“Thirty-three so far, but none in the last day and a half. That I know of, anyway.”

“Any idea what’s causing the problem?”

“Nothing I can put my finger on.”

“Don’t you think it’s time you called the vet, Teddy?”

Teddy took his hat off and slapped it on his leg, using the sleeve on his other arm to wipe the sweat from his forehead. John thought he looked ill. He was perspiring more than usual, and at times seemed to stagger. “You all right, Teddy? You look a bit grey around the gills.”

“Yeah, it’s just a mild fever. Have you heard what that mad Sheila is up to?”

John cringed. He’d been brought up in a well-to-do farming family of English descent on the Darling Downs, so Teddy’s lack of propriety always assaulted his sense of right and wrong. “No, what?”

“She’s been doing some sort of massage treatment on Stargazer.” He laughed derisively. “If she thinks that’s going to help him, she obviously hasn’t got a clue. I could’ve told you they’re not learning anything useful in universities these days. A man with Ross Cooper’s experience is irreplaceable as far as I’m concerned.”

“I did hear about that massage treatment. Marty claims it’s a therapy that horse trainers use.”

Teddy looked surprised. “I suppose she told him that to make herself look good.”

“When Wags called with the mail this morning, he said that Murphy told him she’d made good progress with Stargazer. She hopes to get him racing again.”

“You’re bloody having me on, aren’t you?”

“No.” John gazed over the dusty red landscape dotted with Mallee bushes, his meticulous eye scanning the rest of his herd for signs they were flyblown: stamping legs, jerking tails, weakness due to toxins in the blood, areas of loose skin, and discoloured wool. “Are you coming to the meeting at the pub tonight?”

“Yeah, I intended to.”

“I think it would be wise. Barney Everett is getting the station owners all riled up with talk that what’s affecting your heifers could be something contagious.”

“Oh, hell.” The last thing Teddy needed was for the other farmers to become flustered. Even if he did call the vet, who he was sure was useless, he couldn’t afford the bill. He was barely hanging on to the station as it was. “Barney always was a panic merchant.”

“You should be there to defend yourself, or who knows what might happen?”

“I will--don’t worry.”

At her wit’s end, Estella marched into The Crossing Hotel. “Charlie, you’ve got to speak to Mai,” she said breathlessly. Her face was flushed with anger. “I just can’t get through to her.”

“You better get a hat before you get sunstroke,” Charlie said flatly when he noticed her red face.

Estella blinked at him. “At this stage, sunstroke is the least of my worries, Charlie,” she said. “Besides, it won’t be the sun that causes me to have a stroke if Mai stays around much longer.” She suddenly noticed loud voices in an adjacent room.

“Some of the station owners are holding a meeting,” Charlie said at her inquiring look. He was filling trays with glasses of beer. “What’s Mai been up to now?”

“She screeched all night again, so I had another sleepless night. And this evening she and Binnie were letting the tank water out and splashing about in it as if it were a waterfall. I tried to explain that I’ll have to buy more, something I can’t afford if she wastes it all, but she didn’t seem to comprehend the importance of having a water supply.”

“That’s because she can find water anywhere.”

Estella was momentarily lost for words. “Then why is she wasting the tank water?”

Charlie shrugged. He’d come to understand the Aboriginal people’s nonchalant way of looking at things, but it was hard to explain the reasoning behind their conduct to someone from the city. Aboriginals never struggled with the same things that white people did. If food wasn’t plentiful in one area, they simply moved to another. If they needed water, they knew exactly where to look.

In Estella’s eyes, Charlie was as baffled as she was and unlikely to be much help, but, nevertheless, she wanted to get it all off her chest. “While I was bathing, Mai and Binnie took cushions from the sofa outside and sat on them in the dirt, and they keep trailing dirt through the house, over floors I’ve just washed. I just can’t cope. I tried to get Mai to understand that we’ll have to share the household chores, but she looked at me like I’d just come from the moon. I really don’t know what to do. You speak her language, Charlie. Will you please try to make Mai understand that if we’re going to live together, she mustn’t leave the innards of animals in the kitchen sink and that she can’t waste water?”

Charlie thought Estella’s complaints were trivial, but he tried not to smile. “Mai won’t listen to me, Estella. She’s always had a mind of her own.”

“How did she live with your brother? Or should I ask how he lived with her?”

“I suppose they came to understand each other on some level, just like me and Edna. I don’t worry about little things, Estella. It’s really not worth bickering over different standards of living, is it?”

“I’m not talking about ‘little things,’ Charlie. What will I do if I run out of water, and I will if Mai lets it out of the tank, or if I have to keep washing the floors? Could Edna speak to Mai for me?”

Charlie laughed. “Edna wouldn’t understand what you were making a fuss about, Estella. Aboriginals don’t care about dust on the floors. They don’t even live in houses. I told you that possessions, like cushions and furniture, mean nothing to them. You may have noticed that half of them don’t even wear clothes.”

Thinking of the Aboriginal people she’d seen in the hospital, Estella sighed. “If what you are saying is true, then I don’t see how we can live in such close proximity when we have such different values.”

“You could if you changed your way of thinking, Estella. I know it’s hard for you, but for your own sake, you must try.”

Estella gazed up at her uncle with an expression of bewilderment, and his heart softened.

“I doubt Mai will be in town for long. While she is, just try to get along with her as best you can.” Estella was about to object, when raised voices caught her attention again. “I’d better take these drinks in,” Charlie said.

“I’ll help you,” Estella said, picking up one of the trays. She really wanted to know what was going on.

The discussion had become heated, so the men hardly noticed Charlie and Estella serving drinks. “How do you know it’s not contagious?” one of the men said to Teddy Hall. “Something like this happened when I lived in the Victorian Highlands. It was years ago, but from what I remember, it was very infectious. Some farmers lost all of their stock.”

Estella went from table to table, handing out drinks and listening to the heated conversation. She wanted to intervene and give her opinion, but not without being asked. When her tray was empty, she happened to glance up and noticed that the man chairing the meeting was looking directly at her.

“Perhaps you could help us?” Barney Everett said.

Silence fell in the room, and all eyes turned to Estella.

She put down the tray. “If I can,” she replied. She noticed Teddy Hall was shaking his head in disgust. When she glanced at him, he rudely turned his back on her.

“We haven’t been introduced, but I believe you are the new vet in town.”

“That’s right. Estella Lawford.”

“I’m Barney Everett, chairman of the District Cattlemen’s Federation. Teddy’s cows are aborting their calves,” he said. “Any idea what could be causing the problem?”

“I’d have to see the cows and calves, of course.”

“That’s not happening,” Teddy snapped.

Estella ignored him, “But you are right to be worried. If it is Brucellosis, or Bang’s fever as it’s sometimes called, and it sounds like it could be, it is highly contagious, and not just to your stock.”

“What do you mean?”

“Humans can contract Brucellosis from infected stock.” Estella looked in Teddy’s direction.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” he shouted, jumping to his feet and turning on her. “I might have known you’d make the situation worse.” He looked around the room, at the men who were staring at him. “I hope you all are not going to listen to this?”

The men remained sullenly silent.

“For God’s sake.”

“We can’t ignore what we’re hearing,” Barney eventually said. “This situation could affect us all.”

“Thanks for nothing!” Teddy spat at Estella before barging out of the meeting.

“Teddy said he hasn’t lost any calves in the last couple of days,” John Matthews said, feeling the need to defend his neighbour. “So perhaps they haven’t got this Brucellosis.”

“Cows can carry to term in spite of infection of uterine tissue,” Estella said. “In some cases, the symptoms could be gone in three to six months, but meanwhile you could all suffer massive stock losses. I don’t want to alarm you, but you should isolate your cattle from Teddy’s for the time being.”

“That’s almost impossible when we share station boundaries,” one of the men mumbled.

“Is there anything else we can do to protect our stock?” another man asked Estella.

“No, and unfortunately there isn’t any dependable treatment for Brucellosis in stock. The affected animals must be removed so that the infection is contained.”

“What if Teddy has caught this disease?” John asked, remembering that his friend was looking sickly earlier that day.

“Dr. Dan will have to check him, but if he is infected, he can be treated with a combination of sulphonamide and an antibiotic called streptomycin.”

“Could he infect us?” Barney asked.

“The disease is rarely transmitted from one human being to another, and for reasons not clearly understood, children are more resistant than adults.”

“Is that all the help you can offer?”

“I’m sorry, but it is. I’d have to check Teddy’s cows to be sure they have Brucellosis, and it doesn’t look like he’ll allow that, so there’s no other advice I can give.”

“There’s nothing more to say then, is there?” one of the men said, getting to his feet. The rest of the men drained their drinks and followed. Estella felt like she had let them down because she couldn’t offer any real solution to their problem.

“It’ll sort itself out,” Charlie said, when he noted how despondent she looked, but Estella was inconsolable.

“I doubt it,” she said. “And I don’t know what to do to help, especially if Teddy won’t let me examine his stock.”

When Estella got home, the house was quiet. As she walked down the hallway, she noticed Ross’s bedroom door was open. She was puzzled because it had been closed when she left. Glancing into the room, she noticed his bedside chair was missing. She assumed Mai had taken it outside to sit on. Her initial reaction was irritation, but then she sighed, resigning herself not to worry about what the Aboriginal woman did. After all, she couldn’t do any real harm, and Charlie was confident she’d soon move on. For her own sake, Estella knew she had to concentrate on more important things, like winning the farmers over so she could work.

As Estella poured herself a drink of water from a pitcher she kept near the sink, she glanced out of the kitchen window, just in time to see Mai putting the chair on the campfire she’d built. Horrified, Estella raced outside and pulled the chair from the ashes of the fire. “You can’t burn the furniture,” she screamed at the Aboriginal woman.

“It no use now,” Mai shouted back, grabbing for the chair. Estella was sure she smelt liquor on her breath, and she became even angrier. “Ross was your husband. How can you burn his possessions?”

“I need wood for cooking fire,” Mai hissed, her dark eyes wild with rage.

“Well, find it elsewhere,” Estella said furiously. The two women continued to pull the chair to and fro. Estella found Mai’s frail appearance belied her strength. She couldn’t pry the chair from her, no matter how hard she tried.

Had Estella been thinking rationally, it would have occurred to her how absurd they must look, struggling over the chair, and how entirely ridiculous the situation was. But she was feeling frustrated, disillusioned, and angry. These feelings were only heightened when she noticed that Mai was wearing one of her dresses. It was hardly recognizable, covered in dust, torn and spattered with blood from her latest kill, an enormous lizard lying flat on its back a few feet away, with its head smashed, but it was definitely hers.

The sight of the grizzly lizard was the last straw for Estella, who suddenly felt sick. She let go of the chair and burst into tears. Running into the house, she slammed the back door and shouted, “Burn everything you want. I don’t care anymore.” She went through to the consultation room, where she’d moved her things, and noticed that her suitcase had indeed been rifled through. Crying out in frustration, she threw herself onto the mattress on the floor and began to sob.


CHAPTER 12

Estella had never felt more bewildered or homesick than she did at that moment. She was sitting on the front veranda, her knees drawn up and her arms wrapped around them, in a ball of misery. The spectacular sky was streaked with vibrant reds, pinks, golden yellows, and radiant oranges, the clouds aflame with the promise of another scorcher, but she was oblivious. Her heart ached for the life that had been hers just a short while ago--or the cool green of England, and especially for her Aunt Flo. Even the passing kangaroos and emus, some of which came quite close in their search for food, couldn’t distract her from her despair.

Estella’s friends had mostly been James’s friends too, so contacting any of them was out of the question. She had been prepared to make sacrifices, but until this moment, when overwhelmed with loneliness, she hadn’t realised just how much she had given up. Because she knew her mother would be bitterly disappointed and worried, she had not yet written to her and told her she was pregnant, and that she and James were separated. She also knew her mother would expect a satisfactory explanation, but Estella had no idea how she was going to tell her about Davinia. Of one thing she was certain, Caroline would think she’d lost her mind when she told her she was living in Kangaroo Crossing and had taken over her father’s practise, and as things stood, Estella had no defence or argument.

Estella picked up the pen and writing paper she’d brought outside with her. She wondered what Mai and Binnie were doing, but decided she’d rather not know. The sun was disappearing quickly over the western horizon, which meant the light was fading. She thought she’d start with a letter to her aunt, the only person she could truly confide in.

Dear Aunt Flo, she wrote. I have so much to tell you, but where do I begin? With her pen poised, Estella stared off into the distance. Where do I begin, she thought? Her eyes, already puffy from crying, welled with tears of self-pity again. She desperately wanted to pour her heart out to her aunt, but knew that unburdening herself would only cause her aunt to fret. She was certain Florence was already terribly concerned as it was, so decided it was best to gloss over the worst and simply tell her that she was making slow but steady progress in her quest for a new life.

As Estella sat thinking about how to describe her pitiable circumstances in the best light, a dog appeared. Standing perfectly still, it watched her from a distance of ten yards.

Grateful for the company, Estella said, “Hello, boy,” in a voice little more than a whisper, realising it was a wild dog, the first she’d seen that wasn’t in a book. It crossed her mind that it might be considering the possibility of making a meal out of her, but when it didn’t advance, she dismissed the notion. She was captivated by its lean form, long legs, and colouring. Its back and the top of its head were a warm, caramel colour, but its underbelly, legs, chest, and face were a creamy white, as was the bushy tail that curled over its back. It was an adolescent male, she noticed, which might account for why it was showing no sign of aggression. As it continued to watch her with dark, intelligent eyes, she realised they were probably the same eyes she’d seen in the darkness, stalking her. She wondered if Ross had made a pet of it, and if it was looking for him.

“I’m afraid I have nothing to give you,” she said, wishing she had some meat. “But there could be some scraps around the campfire at the back of the house.” Suddenly the dog put its nose in the air and howled. It was the most haunting, high-pitched, eerie sound Estella had ever heard.

Mai appeared on the porch, followed by Binnie. “Be still,” Estella said pointing to the dingo, as she didn’t want them to frighten it away.

When Mai saw the dog, who looked at them before it began howling again, her eyes grew wide, and she looked as if she were about to faint.

“What’s wrong?” Estella whispered, getting to her feet, but Mai began screeching and ran back inside. When Estella glanced to where the dog had been standing, it had vanished.

Estella didn’t understand why Mai had reacted the way she had. She was sure she must be used to seeing dingoes, and she’d surely heard them howl before. Although she’d read that dingoes didn’t bark, howling was normal canine behaviour. She followed her through the house with Binnie and caught up with her in the kitchen, where Mai was pacing up and down, muttering to herself with her arms flying and eyes as wide as saucers.

“What’s wrong with you?” Estella asked impatiently. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost, and you are frightening Binnie.”

“The spirit of Ross has come back,” she shouted, her eyes bulging like hard-boiled eggs.

“What are you talking about, Mai?” Estella said, wondering if she’d ever understand the Aboriginal woman.

“Ross …he die …in there,” Mai said, pointing towards his bedroom.

Estella glanced at the door to his room. “I know. Charlie told me,” she said, not wanting to dwell on the fact. “What has that got to do with the dingo that was just here?”

“His spirit has returned in the dingo,” Mai said, snatching her daughter by the hand and running out of the house.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Mai, that is ridiculous,” Estella shouted after her. She went to the backdoor where she could see Mai standing by the fire, quite obviously terrified. “It’s him,” she shrieked, clutching Binnie to her side.

Estella went towards her, determined to make an effort to be patient. She wondered if all Aboriginal folk were so superstitious. “Mai, that is not possible. You are frightening Binnie with such foolish talk, so stop it.”

“The dingo, he only been around here since Ross died,” she said. “I never saw him before.”

“That doesn’t mean anything,” Estella said. “Perhaps Ross used to feed him when you weren’t around.”

“Then why he howling?”

“I don’t know why dingoes howl,” Estella said. She had to admit it was an odd thing to do. Usually canines howled when they heard other dogs howling. It was pack behaviour that went back to the wolf. When she couldn’t give a satisfactory explanation, Mai stared at her wide-eyed, and Estella could see she wasn’t going to change her mind. Her fear, however unfounded, seemed genuine.

“The dingo has gone, and I’m going to bed,” Estella said. She looked down at Binnie, so frightened, and her heart ached for the child. She reached out and stroked her hair. “I’ll be inside if you need me,” she whispered.

Estella was awoken by something tickling her face. She opened her eyes to see Binnie’s face only inches from hers. Behind the little girl, the sun glowed through the filmy curtain, hallowing her dark head. She was touching the tip of Estella’s nose with a large feather that she held in her hand.

“What are you doing?” Estella asked, twitching her nose. The little girl smiled and tickled her under her nose again. Estella couldn’t help laughing, and Binnie laughed, too. She appeared to be an innocent, happy child. Estella thought she was beautiful and felt drawn to her. She was sure her father would have been so proud of her, and although she’d never known him, she felt saddened that he had lost the opportunity to see Binnie grow up. She realised she was blessed to have the chance to meet her half-sister and wondered if Binnie felt a bond between them. It appeared so, but Estella knew she might be fooling herself. She took the feather from Binnie and ran it over her arms and under her chin. Binnie smiled and squirmed with pleasure.

“It feels nice, doesn’t it?” Estella said. Suddenly she had an idea. “Can I borrow this feather, Binnie? I promise I’ll give it back.”

The child looked puzzled, but nodded.

Mai was nowhere around the house, so Estella decided to take Binnie with her to Stargazer’s stable. As she went through the house, she glanced into Ross’s room again, and noticed some of his drawers were open. She wondered what Mai had been up to, and prayed she hadn’t been putting his belongings in the fire. She was sure Charlie would want to keep some of his personal possessions. They obviously didn’t mean anything to Mai. She decided she must begin sorting through his things. She wasn’t entirely comfortable with the task, but it was time. She couldn’t admit she was becoming curious about Ross and hoped his personal things would tell her more about him.

As Estella and Binnie approached Stargazer’s yard, Estella noticed the horse becoming jittery at the sight of the child, so she told Binnie to stay outside the fence rails where she could watch her. She’d also noticed that Binnie seemed frightened of the horse. Estella thought it was probably because he was so large and because horses weren’t native to Australia.

“You’ll have to get used to being around different people,” she said to Stargazer as she climbed through the rails and walked towards him. Glancing in his feed bin, she could see he’d just finished his breakfast. Overall, his appetite had improved, and he’d gained a little weight, which pleased her, as it meant he was feeling better. His ears were healing, and some of his coat looked better, but there was still a long way to go and much to achieve if she was going to keep her promise to Marty and have Stargazer ready for the picnic races.

Estella began to gently brush Stargazer’s head and chest and comb his mane. While doing so, his ears flickered backwards and forwards. To relax him, she began to massage his neck. But when she moved her hand over his withers, towards his back, his head shot up in fear.

When Mai returned to the house, she searched and called for Binnie. She was carrying a four-foot, headless Mulga snake, which she threw into the ashes of the fire, pink belly up. She glanced around, searching for the dingo, and ran her hand over the dilly bag now fastened around her waist on one of Ross’s belts. It contained a totem, protection from the spirit dingo, so she felt a sense of security. When she couldn’t find Binnie, she instinctively searched for tracks.

Estella took the feather from Binnie and showed it to Stargazer, who sniffed at it.

“You always let a horse smell something you are going to touch him with,” she said to the child, who was watching her with interest. She ran the feather over Stargazer’s head, neck, and withers. Feeling optimistic, she moved in the direction of his rump. One ear flicked back, but he didn’t flinch. She began to run the feather lightly all over his back and hindquarters, down his legs, and around his girth, while soothing him with soft words of encouragement. When he didn’t object, Estella was elated.

“Give me that small branch?” she asked Binnie, who was standing on the bottom rail of the fence watching her.

The child picked up a branch that had fallen from the overhanging gum tree and passed it to her. The end fanned out into smaller branches with leaves. Estella showed it to Stargazer and then ran it gently over his back towards his hindquarters and down his legs. The horse stood quietly. Estella was thrilled with the progress she’d made. She wished Marty had been present to witness it. Buoyed by her triumph, she threw the branch aside and ran her hand over Stargazer’s back. When he didn’t object, she began to gently massage his hip and loin area. At one point, he stamped one of his back hooves on the ground, but she was sure it was a reflex action and hesitated only long enough for him to steady.

Estella didn’t know that Mai had been watching her from the bottom of the incline near the store. She was hypnotised by what Estella was doing. Like all of the local Aboriginal people, she referred to Stargazer as Wirangi, ‘crazy horse’. The tribal children were terrified of him. If they went near his yard, he’d chase them away, snorting and baring his teeth. That Estella was in his yard touching Stargazer was a miracle to Mai, one that convinced her that the new animal doctor had some kind of special power, like the kurdaitcha man. The only other person she’d ever thought of so highly, apart from the kurdaitcha man, was Ross.

Estella was feeling elated as she walked through the town with Mai and Binnie, her new devotees. She’d brushed Stargazer all over and led him around his yard. He still hadn’t been entirely confident about going down the incline, but Estella had decided she’d move him to his new yard first thing in the morning.

“Excuse me, Estella,” Marjorie Waitman called from outside the post office.

“Oh, good morning, Mrs. Waitman,” Estella said in obvious high spirits. Marjorie was momentarily startled, as by all accounts, Estella wasn’t doing well. “I have a letter for you. It’s from Chelsea, in England.”

Estella was thrilled, but she instinctively knew Marjorie was fishing for information, so she hid her elation. “Thank you. I’ll take it now, shall I?”

“Yes, fine,” Marjorie said. “Mostly everyone in town picks up their own mail, with the exception of Dan Dugan. He’s usually too busy, or hung-over.” Estella was astonished by her malicious remark, so she asked Mai and Binnie to wait as she followed Marjorie into the building that had once been the Jockey Club. She’d noticed that Marjorie had given the Aboriginal woman and her child a disapproving look, which meant they would never be close friends.

The post office was set up on one side of the room, and a small counter on the other side, which was closed, was set up as a bank sub-branch. Marjorie went behind the post office counter.

“I suppose the weather in England is cold at the moment,” she said, taking the letter out of a pigeonhole on the back wall. She put her glasses on again and examined the postmark with a meticulous eye. Even though she was doing exactly what Estella had imagined she did, she still felt annoyed. “Yes, I suppose so,” she said, more determined than ever not to disclose who the letter was from. She held out her hand, but Marjorie ignored it.

“I come from Dartmouth. Do you know it?”

“I haven’t been there, but it’s a seaport in southwestern England, isn’t it?”

“That’s right, in Devon. I do remember the winters, but of course I’ve been in Australia a long time now. Where is your family from?”

Estella hesitated. “London.”

“And your husband’s family?” She glanced at the ring on Estella’s finger. Estella looked down at her left hand and panicked. Initially she’d removed her wedding ring, but she’d put it back on because of her pregnancy and hadn’t realised what a dilemma she’d put herself in. “May I have my letter, Marjorie? I have work to do, and I don’t want to keep Mai and Binnie waiting.”

Marjorie glanced at the letter in her hand, which didn’t have a return address on the back, and reluctantly placed it in its rightful owner’s hand. Her features were tinged with dissatisfaction. “If I were you, I’d send those two on their way,” she said, nodding her head towards the window, through which Mai and Binnie could be seen waiting.

“Why?” Estella asked.

Marjorie arched a fair brow. “Need you ask? If they haven’t already, they’ll be stripping the house of all Ross’s belongings.”

“They haven’t, Marjorie, but they’d be more entitled to anything in the house than I would,” Estella said irritably.

Marjorie looked momentarily startled, but she wouldn’t be deterred. “I don’t know why white men take Aboriginal women as their concubines or bed partners,” she said. “It’s not right. For one thing, they’re not like us, are they? They don’t even wash regularly.”

“I believe Ross Cooper was very happy with Mai,” Estella said, her irritation turning to anger. “And they certainly produced a beautiful little girl.”

“They breed like rabbits,” Marjorie spat venomously, astonishing Estella. “And decent folk, like me and Francis, who could’ve provided a good Christian home, weren’t blessed with any children of our own. Where’s the justice in that?” Estella could tell Marjorie was in pain, but she didn’t think it was right to be directing her anguish at the likes of Mai and Binnie.

“Life doesn’t always turn out like we expect, Marjorie, but we can’t take it out on innocents, can we?” She glanced at Binnie, who had her face pressed against the window, grinning.

Marjorie folded her arms and huffed. “It’s a wonder a woman of your age isn’t thinking about having a family.”

Estella could see where Marjorie was turning the conversation, so she headed for the door. “I may be over later to post some letters,” she said.

Marjorie nodded with her lips compressed. She absolutely hated a mystery, even a surprise, and prided herself on ‘knowing’ the people in the district. “You’re hiding something, Estella,” she said to herself. “But I’ll find out what it is. Mark my words.”

As Estella passed the hospital with Mai and Binnie, Dan called out to her.

“Are you busy this afternoon?” he asked.

“Why do you ask?”

“I’m flying out to a couple of stations with Murphy. I thought you might like to come and meet the station owners and their families. It would be a good opportunity to introduce yourself.”

“I’d love to, Dan. It was thoughtful of you to ask.”

“We’re leaving in an hour. Would that suit you?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll meet you by the plane, then.”

Estella sat down on the veranda to read her letter, while Mai tended her cooking. To her own surprise, she had to admit something smelt rather delicious. She supposed it was the ‘absence of singed-fur odour’ and the fact that she was ravenous, which made her consider eating whatever Mai was cooking.

Dear Estella,

I hope this letter finds you well and happy. I miss you more than I ever felt possible, but pray you are making a new life for yourself and that Charlie is looking out for you, as promised.

I’m afraid James has been around with papers for you to sign, which I told him I would forward to you. He did ask where you were, but I told him it was your wish that he didn’t know. This he seemed to accept rather sadly, but I’m sure he believes you are somewhere close by. I have sent the papers by certified post, as he asked, so you should receive them soon. ‘That woman’ was waiting in the car outside. I don’t know how she had the nerve to come here with him, but it was all I could do not to go out there and give her a piece of my mind. I will say this, James didn’t seem at all happy with ‘his lot,’ so perhaps things aren’t turning out quite as he planned. I’m sure he’ll have regrets, but I know how you feel, so I can’t sympathise with him if he finds he’s made one of the biggest mistakes in his life, as I’m sure he has. Please take care, my dear, and let me know how you are getting on.

Love always,

Aunt Flo.

P.S. Have you written to your mother? I received a small note yesterday to say that she’ll be home in a month.

Estella felt numb. She was sure the paperwork her aunt had forwarded concerned the divorce. There was nothing else they could be, as she’d signed whatever she had to concerning the sale of their home, personal effects, and debts. Part of her was elated that James wasn’t floating on a cloud of contentment with her disloyal cousin. In her mind, they hardly deserved to be happy, but she was consumed with mixed emotions about the divorce--doubts and a deep sense of sadness because of the baby.

At one o’clock, Estella joined Murphy, who was standing on the shady side of the plane. “Dan asked me to come,” she said when he gave her one of his lopsided, quizzical grins. The insecure part of her always wished she knew what he was thinking, as it seemed he found her amusing.

Murphy thought Estella looked a bit down and wondered if the thought of flying filled her with dread. “I know. It was a good idea, but the plan has changed. Dan has just had a call from Annie Hall on Langana Downs. Teddy is ill, and she’s worried.”

“If you are going to Teddy Hall’s place, then I shouldn’t come.”

“It would give you the opportunity to have a look at his cattle.”

“I really can’t without his permission.”

“Annie won’t mind, and by the sounds of it, Teddy’s too ill to put up any resistance.”

“Oh, dear. If he does have Brucellosis, he may be ill for some time. I hope his wife has lots of help on the station.”

“Annie’s brother is their manager, and some of the best stockmen around here work on Langana Downs.”

Estella felt relieved. She stared at the ground. She should have been thinking about the need to identify the problem in Teddy’s cattle for the sake of the other station owners, but her mind kept going back to her aunt’s letter. She couldn’t help wondering whether James did regret leaving her. It would serve him right!

Murphy could tell she was preoccupied by something. “You’re not worried about getting airsick, are you, Estella?”

“What? Oh, no. To be honest, I hadn’t even thought about it.”

Now he knew something was worrying her. “Is everything going according to plan with Stargazer?”

“Yes. Actually, he made excellent progress today.”

“Then why do I get the feeling something is troubling you?”

Estella shrugged. “I’m fine, really,” she said.

Murphy caught the sorrow in her tone. He knew she was lying, but he didn’t want to push. “All right, I don’t need the sky to fall on me.” He began to check the plane.

“I’m sorry I’m a bit cranky. I’m just a bit tired, that’s all.”

Murphy looked at her and nodded. She did look tired, and …vulnerable. Despite the fact that her problems were absolutely none of his business, he couldn’t help worrying about her. In the beginning he’d thought she was foolhardy for coming out to Kangaroo Crossing with no idea what to expect, but she seemed determined to make a go of it, and he had to admire her courage. He just wished the locals would give her a chance, but that didn’t seem likely.

“Where did you learn to fly?” Estella asked.

He was standing by the tail of the plane and glanced off into the distance where a willy-willy was carrying dust into a spiralling cone, and a mirage shimmered on red sand dunes in the distance. “I did two years in the air force.”

“Really! I can’t see you conforming to all those rules and regulations.”

His lips twitched up at one corner. “They couldn’t, either, so they kicked me out.”

Despite her melancholy, Estella couldn’t help laughing. “What for?”

“Doing low fly-bys over Darwin.”

Estella shook her head. She could just imagine him as the ‘bad boy’ in his squadron.

“It was a bet,” he said, grinning.

“And of course you couldn’t resist a wager?”

“Not back then. Life was a bit of a game.” His expression suddenly changed as if someone had pulled down a curtain. When he glanced at her, Estella thought he looked haunted. She wondered if there’d been an accident.

“It does seem a bit extreme to kick you out of the air force for something that didn’t cause any harm.”

“To be honest, it was the icing on the cake as far as my Colonel was concerned. I was always in trouble.”

“That doesn’t surprise me,” Estella said mockingly.

Murphy shrugged.

“You have to admit you have that look about you. Trouble with a capital T.”

Murphy’s features became stricken, and Estella had the terrible feeling she’d said something wrong. “I’m only joking, Murphy.” She wasn’t sure he heard her, because without a word, he’d walked towards the front of the plane and began checking the propeller. She followed him.

“How did you end up here, in Kangaroo Crossing? I would’ve thought you’d need to live in a town with a bit more life.”

“I could say the same for you,” he said, looking at her with narrowed eyes.

Estella put her head down, and once again Murphy had the feeling she had left someone behind. Although she’d never mentioned a husband, he’d noticed the wedding band. He’d asked Charlie what he knew, but he’d claimed to have no idea about her personal life. But that was Charlie. Despite hearing ‘confessions’ on a regular basis, he kept it all to himself. He was the perfect publican, the epitome of discretion.

“There was a pilot’s job going here,” he said, “and I’m not trained for anything else.” Estella sensed there was much more to the story, but Dan Dugan was coming towards them.


CHAPTER 13

“How far is it to Langana Downs?” Estella asked as they buckled up for takeoff.

“Fifty-two miles, as the crow flies. It’s actually just over the South Australian border, near a place known as Haddon’s Corner, which is in the far right corner of the state.”

It sounds very lonely, Estella thought.

When they were in the air, Dan handed out corned beef sandwiches.

Estella gratefully accepted one and tucked into it ravenously. When she noticed Dan and Murphy were looking at her with expressions of mild amusement, she mumbled, “I haven’t eaten today. Mai offered me some of what she’d cooked for lunch. It smelt delicious, but when she told me it was snake, that was it. I couldn’t touch it.” Mai had been completely baffled by Estella’s repulsion. She’d said something to Binnie, and they’d both looked at her as if she’d lost her mind.

Dan and Murphy chuckled. “Snake is actually very good,” Murphy said. “It tastes a bit like chicken.”

Estella didn’t believe him, but an ironic picture came to mind of Binnie tucking into the snake as if it were roast chicken.

“If you’d always eaten it, you wouldn’t know any different,” Dan said philosophically.

“I suppose that’s true,” Estella conceded. “I’m just not ready to experiment.” She glanced down at the scenery more than ten thousand feet below. The vast landscape was mostly shades of brown, and desolate. “There’s not much feed for stock down there, is there?” she commented.

“No,” Murphy said. “Marty told me that you think Teddy’s stock have contracted Brucellosis. If that’s true, it will be a double blow. Like all the station owners, the drought has hit him hard.”

Estella turned to Dan Dugan. “Have there been other cases in recent years?”

“No. I haven’t seen anything like it since I’ve been here.”

“Nor have I,” Murphy added.

“I know that Ross dealt with all sorts of things, like bloat, plural pneumonia, and red water fever, and of course the flies are always causing problems with the sheep, but I don’t ever remember anything like Brucellosis,” Dan said.

Estella noticed that he did not look out of the plane windows. He was slumped in the middle of the back seat, fossicking through his medical bag for nothing in particular while munching nervously on a sandwich. He only glanced up to speak to her, but it seemed to be with reluctance. When she thought about it, he’d been insistent about her sitting up front with Murphy. At the time she’d thought he was just being courteous, but now she wondered if he was afraid of flying or heights. For a doctor, he seemed to have some serious problems of his own, Estella thought.

The Cessna came in to land on Langana Downs, on a runway that was little more than a narrow, bumpy track. Estella looked at the homestead, wondering how anyone could live in such isolation. She’d thought Kangaroo Crossing was remote, but at least there were a few inhabitants, someone to talk to. It was also the hub for the surrounding stations.

Teddy and Annie’s house was a long building with a veranda on four sides. It was surrounded by red dust, sparsely dotted with mulga scrub. There was a windmill and a water tank nearby, and behind the house were cattle yards and some outbuildings that Murphy said were shearing sheds and stockmen’s quarters. There was only one tree near the house, a lonely Date Palm.

“When Teddy and Annie first came out here, they lived in an open shed, which Annie fondly describes as a humpy.”

“What’s a humpy?”

“An Aboriginal hut made of sticks and tree branches.”

“Oh.” Estella could not comprehend how hard the first pioneers must have had it.

“You have to be tough to stick it out,” Murphy said. “I applaud someone like Annie. Teddy met her in the city, so it’s not like she was born and bred on the land, whereas he was brought up on a station in the Kimberley, which is pretty rugged country. You can imagine what a shock this place must have been for Annie? There was absolutely nothing out here. Teddy said she would have run away the first week if she hadn’t broken her leg learning to ride a stock horse. By the time the bone had mended, she’d come to see his dream and vowed to help him achieve it. He promised he’d have the homestead built before Marlee was born, but it rained for weeks, and the place was washed out. Both of them had their resolve well and truly tested.”

Estella was amazed that they had survived the ordeal and built a life from nothing.

“I believe only one in ten city girls has what it takes to make a life out here,” Murphy said. “That’s not good odds, so you can see why I am sceptical about you.” He looked at Estella intently, and she squirmed. Was she one in ten? “If I were a man, would you think differently?”

“To be honest, I would. Men don’t mind ‘roughing’ it. Ross Cooper was a good example. He arrived in Kangaroo Crossing before me, but from what I’ve heard he settled into life in the outback like someone born and bred out here.”

Estella gritted her teeth. She knew she was always going to be measured against her father, and she had the feeling it would never be favourably. “Annie’s one in a million,” Murphy said. “One day you’ll have to get her to tell you all about her initiation into life as a station owner’s wife. It’s quite a story.”

“I’d like to hear about it. I can’t comprehend what the early settlers must have gone through,” Estella said. In comparison, she felt badly for complaining about a dirty house. At least she had a roof over her head.

When Estella, Murphy, and Dan Dugan stepped out into the dust, Annie Hall and one of her children greeted them. Estella thought Annie looked close to forty. She realised she was probably younger, but the harsh elements had been unkind to her skin. She remembered what Dan had said about some of the women having skin like a lizard’s. Estella wouldn’t go that far in Annie’s case, but parched paper wouldn’t be exaggerating. She was also on the thin side, and her brown hair was limp. Even her blue eyes looked dull with worry. “Annie, this is Estella Lawson, the new vet,” Murphy said. “Estella, I’d like you to meet Annie Hall, Teddy’s wife, and their eldest daughter, Marlee.”

Estella noticed that Annie was confused by her presence, almost alarmed. She supposed that Annie was worried about her husband’s reaction. “Hello, Annie, Marlee,” Estella said, extending her hand.

“Welcome to Langana Downs,” Annie said cautiously, as the two women shook hands. She couldn’t connect the young woman before her with the rude troublemaker that her husband had spoken about, and she’d always had good instincts about people.

The skin on Annie’s hand felt as rough as the paper-bark on the gum tree over Stargazer’s stable. In contrast, Annie thought Estella’s hands were as soft as cotton wool. It seemed a lifetime ago that she’d had skin like that, and it took all her willpower not to closely examine Estella’s hands. Estella could tell that Annie was a little uncomfortable with having an unexpected visitor. “I know I wasn’t invited, so this isn’t an official visit,” she said. “I just wanted to meet you.”

Annie looked momentarily startled, but touched. She glanced at Dan. “I think Teddy is worse since I called you,” she said. “I’ve been sponging him with cold water to get his fever down, but it’s not working.”

“Let’s take a look at him, then,” Dan said, ushering her towards the house.

When they reached the homestead, Annie turned. “I know this place must seem a bit primitive to you,” she said, looking at Estella. “But believe me, it’s a palace compared to the first home I had on the property.”

“I was just telling Estella about your early days on the station,” Murphy said.

“Ah, the humpy.” Annie rolled her eyes. “I was young and as naïve as a newborn lamb when I came out here, but somehow I survived.”

“I’ve never seen a house like this.” Estella glanced through the open front door. “It’s so spacious, and I can’t believe I’m saying this out here, but it looks cool.” It was comfortably but minimally furnished, and there were no frivolous knick-knacks that people were so fond of in England. Estella imagined that keeping decorations to a minimum was sensible because of the dust.

“We designed the house especially for the climate. The living areas are all open, and with the ceilings high and pitched, and the windows louvered, we can keep the air flowing, which keeps the place cool. The polished floors are easier to clean. As you can imagine, with the drought and stock on the move all the time, it’s always dusty around here, so carpet would be hot and impractical.”

Estella nodded. “I must admit the dust drives me to distraction.”

“You’ll learn to live with it. We’ve made the best of our lives out here, and we’re happy,” Annie added. “Of course, we’d be happier still if it rained.” She gestured to a table and chairs in the shade of the veranda. “Please sit down. I’ll have Marlee bring some drinks out.” While they waited, Murphy told Estella a little about the property. He said that Teddy used to run thousands of sheep and cattle, but over the past three years, numbers had dwindled dramatically, and he was really worried. “They are due for a good year. Decent rain would make all the difference.”

Marlee appeared with a tray laden with drinks. Estella could hear voices in the house: children talking on the radio. It sounded like they were doing school lessons over the air. “How are you, Marlee?” Murphy said.

“All right,” the girl said, smiling. She had the gangly, awkward appearance of an adolescent, and was as brown as an Aboriginal, but she had her mother’s vivid blue eyes.

“What are Christopher and Phillip doing?”

“Writing lessons with Miss Simms.”

“Has your dad broken in that pretty little brumby for you?”

“He sure has. Peppercorn is a ripper.” Marlee’s happy smile slowly withered. “But Dad said we might have to sell her because he has to buy feed.”

Murphy frowned and glanced at Estella. “Teddy rescued Marlee’s filly from dingoes when she was just days old.”

“She’s a two-year-old now,” Marlee added proudly.

“Go on! It seems like only yesterday that I watched you feeding her from a bottle.”

Marlee smiled at the memory, just as Murphy knew she would.

“What happened to her mother?” Estella asked.

“Dad said she probably died from starvation because of the drought,” Marlee answered, but Estella could see by Murphy’s expression that that had been just a story the girl had been told to spare her the reality.

“Things are tough for everyone,” Murphy said to Marlee. Teddy had told him the mare had bled to death from a wound that looked like it had been inflicted by an Aboriginal spear. The foal was weak from the lack of milk and surrounded by dingoes when Teddy found her. He thought she was a little fighter, and he’d been right. Marlee looked to be battling with her youthful emotions. She knew what had to be done, but it didn’t seem fair. “My friend, Kathy Brown, had to give her poddy-lambs up for sale last week,” she said.

“Did she?” Murphy had heard the Browns were close to losing everything. He smiled at Marlee who giggled, then ran inside.

Murphy’s smile quickly faded. “Poor Marlee. It’s tough when the drought affects the kids,” he said.

His softer side surprised Estella. Despite his relatively easy-going manner, he had always seemed standoffish. He appeared to be fond of children, so she wondered why he hadn’t married and started a family of his own. She was sure Phyllis would be obliging. “I suppose, like their parents, they learn to make sacrifices at an early age,” she said.

“They do, but it doesn’t seem right that they should have to grow up so quickly.”

“Everything all right out here?” Annie asked, popping her head out the full screen door.

“Yes, thanks,” Estella said. “Do you mind if I have a look around?” She’d intended to look at the cattle, but preferred to have Annie’s approval.

Annie looked at her for a moment in contemplation. She knew what Estella was asking, but she was undecided. Should Annie go against Teddy’s wishes or do what was best for the property? She finally decided that her husband wasn’t thinking too clearly at the moment, so it was up to her. “Sure, help yourself.”

Estella and Murphy made their way around the back. As they’d flown over the property, they’d seen cattle penned in nearby yards. Upon closer inspection, they found about twenty cows in the smaller of two holding yards, and a couple of them had recently aborted their calves.

“Teddy must have been worried if he brought them in,” Murphy said.

A stockman approached them with a shovel in his hand. “G’day, Reg,” Murphy said.

“G’day, Murphy. When did you lob-in? I didn’t hear the plane.”

“About twenty minutes ago. You must be going deaf in your old age.”

“I was in the thunder box, concentrating,” Reg said, laughing. He gestured to the stockman’s outhouse about twenty yards from their quarters. Murphy smiled.

Estella had been standing on the far side of Murphy at the fence rail. She was concentrating on the cattle, and she was upset by what she saw. When she turned to face Reg, he looked startled. He’d only had a partial view of her, and she was wearing a hat that Murphy had lent her, so he assumed she was one of the station hands. He certainly hadn’t been expecting to see an attractive woman. Reg Martin and Estella took measure of each other.

She was mesmerised by how tanned and weathered he appeared, and thought he looked very much a part of this harsh land. He thought she was extraordinarily slim and pale, and expected she’d wilt after two minutes under a noonday sun. Murphy read the meaningful look Reg gave him. He was thinking Estella was his ‘romantic interest’, and knew if he had a minute alone with him, Reg would be suggesting that he’d imported a bride. “This is Estella Lawson, the new vet,” Murphy said pointedly.

Reg’s brows shot up. “Estella, this is Annie’s brother, Reg Martin, the station manager on Langana Downs.”

“I’m pleased to make your acquaintance,” Estella said.

Reg was enthralled by her accent. “I’ve been away for a week, so I didn’t know Ross Cooper had been replaced, let alone by someone young and darned pretty.” He grinned. He wasn’t at all self-conscious about looking her over and didn’t for one minute think his statement would be offensive.

Murphy knew Estella would be a welcome attraction to all the single men in the outback, and there were many of them. As a widower with two teenage boys, Reg was a prime example and keen to find a new wife. Murphy wasn’t sure how he felt about that. He wasn’t even sure of Estella’s marital status. He told himself that if she could stick it out and get work, he didn’t want any zealous suitors scaring her off because the station owners needed a vet. He acknowledged she was attractive, but the last thing on his mind was romance. He’d decided long ago that he didn’t deserve that kind of happiness. Estella was positive that if Teddy had said anything about her, it wouldn’t have been flattering. In fact, she’d imagined him proclaiming to all and sundry that she was completely incompetent, and yet Reg’s remark irked her, as well. She didn’t know which was worse--incompetent, or young and pretty--and envied her father that he hadn’t had to work against such narrow-mindedness.

“It looks like you’ve got problems,” she said. Climbing through the railing of the yard, she knelt to examine one of the dead calves. “Do you know which cow this calf came from?” Reg looked at her as if she’d just asked if it were night or day. With an irritating lack of enthusiasm, he pointed out the cow, a shorthorn standing nearby, her head hanging and her front legs splayed. She certainly looked ill. Ignoring Reg, Estella inspected the cow.

“Have you been to the livestock sales in Port Augusta?” Murphy asked Reg.

“Yeah, on Ferret’s insistence, we went down The Track in his truck. But that’s the last time I’m listening to him. It’s been so dry that The Track has turned to powdery bull dust. We spent half the time digging the truck axles out of it. Next time we go, you can fly us down.”

“Is everyone offloading their stock?”

“No, surprisingly, they’re not. I only went to get an idea of prices, but it seemed a lot of station workers had the same idea. The few that were putting their stock under the hammer were getting a pittance of their true worth, which is heartbreaking. Like me, they expected that, with a shortage of beef and lamb, the prices would be better. We’ve sold all we can. What we’ve got left is breeding stock, and we have to keep them if we’re to survive this drought and get back on our feet. But it’s gonna be touch and go. We desperately need rain, and we certainly can’t afford to lose calves. Teddy told me these cows are off their food and appear to be unwell. Now he’s ill himself, which is all he needs.” He turned to look at Estella. To his surprise, she seemed to know what she was doing. “What do you think is causing our cows to abort?” he asked her.

She deliberately answered him in a professional, matter-of-fact tone. “Brucellosis. Sweating, chills, poor appetite, aches, and depression are the symptoms, and of course, aborting their foetuses. I advise you not to touch any discharges when a cow is aborting her calf and not to drink any milk from these cows.”

“Strewth!” Reg said. “Is it that bad?”

“I’m afraid so. You don’t have any pigs on the farm, do you?”

“No.”

“Good. The strain of Brucellosis found in swine is deadly if contracted by humans.”

“By humans? You’re not saying we can get this … Brucellosis?”

“That’s exactly what I’m saying. In fact, I think Teddy’s got it. Dr. Dan is with him now, so it’ll soon be confirmed, one way or the other.”

Estella had Reg put each of the cows into the castrating pen, where she could examine them safely. Murphy thought she looked nervous at the prospect, which was the only sign he’d seen of her inexperience, but she seemed to pull herself together quickly and got on with the job like a true professional. He didn’t know that she’d been thinking of her unborn child and reassuring herself yet again, that if she wore gloves and was careful, there was almost no chance that she’d contract Brucellosis. Being ignorant of the disease, Teddy wouldn’t have taken any precautions and had thus suffered the consequences.

After looking at their mouths, eyes, and ears, Estella felt their abdomens before putting on a rubber glove and examining each cow internally to determine which had aborted and which were still in calf. Of those in the yard, nine had aborted, and eleven were still in calf. Estella had Reg segregate them and give the ones still in calf different feed and water.

Estella overheard him say to Murphy; She seems to know the head from the arse. She supposed it was an Australian backhanded compliment, but didn’t know whether to be angry or pleased. “Your cattle must be kept isolated from any other farmer’s cattle,” she said. “This is very important if the disease is to be contained.”

“Sure, we’ll do our best,” Reg smirked.

“I hope you are taking this seriously,” she snapped.

“Don’t go getting uptight. I hear what yer sayin’.”

Estella glanced at Murphy, who had been watching her. She knew that he was remembering their first conversation. “I don’t want a word out of you,” she said, peeling off the shoulder-length rubber glove.

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” he replied, fighting a smile.

Estella glowered at him. When she turned around, Dan Dugan and Annie were watching her.

Estella looked at Dan, who appeared grim. “Has Teddy got Brucellosis?” She knew the answer even before it was confirmed.

“I’d have to take blood and send it away to be one hundred percent sure, and Teddy won’t cooperate, but he has all the signs and symptoms.”

“I’m very sorry, Annie,” Estella said.

Annie appreciated her sincere sentiments. “Dan has given him some antibiotics, so I pray he’ll get well. God knows we need him around here.” Her worried expression made her appear even older. “I can’t help being concerned for the kids.”

“If it’s any comfort, children seem to have an unexplained resistance to Brucellosis.”

“That’s what Dan said, but it’s comforting to hear you have the same opinion. I don’t have to ask about the cattle.”

“Almost half of this lot has aborted. I’ve just told Reg not to drink any fresh milk from them, and not to touch any discharge when they abort their calves. If certain precautions are taken, you’ll be all right. People don’t often contract Brucellosis. If it does strike, it nearly always affects the person most associated with the cattle, like Teddy. How many more breeding cows do you have on the station?”

“I’m not sure. We haven’t done a muster for a while.”

“I’d advise you to bring them closer to the homestead, just to be sure they didn’t come into contact with other station owners’ cattle.”

“We’ll do that.”

“Can I go and see Teddy?” Murphy asked.

“Yes, of course,” Annie said. “Perhaps you can cheer him up. Don’t take any notice if he says something strange. He’s a little delirious at times.”

“He’s his usual self, then,” Murphy said, trying to make light of a bad situation. He patted Annie on the shoulder and walked away. Dan went with him.

Annie’s mouth formed the merest hint of a smile. “Murphy has always been able to cheer him up,” she said.

“I’ll dig a couple of holes,” Reg said, intending to remove the dead calves. “Is there any treatment for the cows that haven’t aborted?”

“Nothing reliable, I’m afraid. If it’s any consolation, sometimes infected cows carry their calves to term, and all the symptoms disappear within months.”

“What exactly is Brucellosis?” Annie asked Estella when they were alone. “I can’t seem to get much out of Dr. Dan.”

“It’s a bacterial disease, one of the few that can infect humans and animals. Some of the symptoms are chills, aches, fevers, and mental depression. The disease can become chronic and can reoccur if not treated.” Estella didn’t want to say that the depression could become so severe in humans that it sometimes led to suicide.

“Teddy has had a fever on and off for a week or two, and he’s been very disheartened. I just thought he was depressed because of the drought. It gets to everyone after a while, but more so the men. The women are usually too concerned with keeping it all together.”

“Your cattle must be isolated, Annie. This disease can be contracted by sheep, goats, even dogs, as well as humans. People contract it by coming into contact with infected animals and either allowing bacteria to enter a cut, breathing it in, or by consuming milk from infected cows. Even goat’s cheese can transmit it. Reg told me you don’t have pigs, but do you have any goats?”

“No, but we have several working dogs.”

“Then keep them away from the cattle for a while.”

“Will Teddy fully recover, Estella?”

“Yes, with the treatment he’s getting from Dan, and the disease will not reoccur if he avoids contact with infected cattle.”

“What about the cattle? How many will die?”

“That’s hard to say. You will lose stock, and milk production will drop, but as I said before, some cattle can survive the disease and get well again. For those infected, there is no cure but time.” She looked at Annie thoughtfully. “Although scientists don’t believe the disease can be passed from person to person generally, they do believe it’s more likely to be transmitted between a couple who are having …intimate relations, such as a man and wife.” Estella felt her face grow warm. “Dan probably told you ….”

“No, he didn’t.”

“I know that’s almost certainly the last thing on your mind, but I thought you should know.” Estella felt embarrassed for having such a frank discussion with Annie when she’d only known her a few minutes, but she wanted her to be aware of the facts.

“Thank you for being so open. To be honest, I’d rather hear that from you than Dan. He always becomes awkward about such personal things, which makes me nervous. I think it’s because he’s still single. Now, will you allow me to be blunt, Estella?”

“If you are going to say that Teddy didn’t want me here, he’s made his feelings plain.”

“I was going to say that money is a bit short at the moment, so I can’t pay you in cash for your services.”

“You don’t owe me anything. I wasn’t asked to look at your animals, so I couldn’t accept a fee.”

“That’s not the way we do things in the bush. Let’s go up to the house, shall we?”

Estella felt awkward for putting Annie in the position of feeling beholden to her. She hadn’t meant to, but she also hadn’t expected Annie to be such a proud woman.

While Annie was occupied, Estella stopped by Teddy’s room. He looked dreadfully ill; his skin was grey, and he was bathed in perspiration and shivering. “I don’t need to ask how you are feeling,” she said when he turned his head to glance at her standing in the bedroom doorway.

“What are you doing here?” he rasped.

“I was going to visit some of the stations with Dan and Murphy when Annie called. I’m sorry you are sick,” she said.

“I just have a fever, so don’t start saying different. And I don’t want you taking advantage and meddling with my stock while I’m laid up.”

“We could save quite a few, Teddy, and protect all the other station owners’ stock.”

“For Christ’s sake! Don’t you say a word to them, or so help me,” he barked. “If you go spreading rumours that my cattle have got some disease they haven’t, you may as well brand me and my family pariahs.”

“Your cattle have Brucellosis, Teddy, and so have you. Face it, and deal with it.”

“Annie’s got enough on her plate without unnecessary worry. Get the hell out of here, and stop interfering in our lives.”

There was nothing more Estella could say, so she left.

As they were boarding the plane, Annie presented Estella with a muslin bag.

“There’s everything in there for a nice lamb stew,” she said awkwardly.

Estella glanced into the bag to see a couple of lamb shanks, carrots, potatoes, onions, and parsnip. “Oh, Annie, that wasn’t necessary, but it’s wonderful to see fresh vegetables.”

“It’s not much for all the help and advice you’ve given us, but I hope you enjoy it.”

“My mouth is watering at the thought. Thank you so much. If you have any concerns, please get in touch.”

Annie folded her arms and looked at the ground. “I can’t go against Teddy.” She glanced up, and Estella saw the pain and confusion in the depths of her eyes. “I heard what he said to you. He’s not thinking clearly. So please don’t take it to heart. He’s really a good man, but he’s just not himself at the moment.”

Estella could tell that Annie was perplexed by her husband’s behaviour. She gave her a small, understanding smile. “I wish I could help more, but it’s up to Teddy now. Good luck, Annie.”


CHAPTER 14

Aunt Florence was dozing in an armchair when an insistent knock on her front door awoke her.

As she tossed aside the blanket covering her knees, she mumbled irritably at the intrusion. Struggling to her feet, her face crumpled as pain shot through her elbow and left hip. How she loathed the rheumatism that plagued her life every autumn and winter.

As she shuffled towards the door, she remembered her loosened wrap-on corset, but decided whoever was at the door wouldn’t notice if she pulled her cardigan around herself. When she heard the persistent knock again, she became even more ill-tempered. “Bloomin’ impatient people,” she growled. “I can’t help being slow.” She supposed it was someone looking for lodgings, which incensed her more, as she had a No Vacancy sign by the front door.

Florence opened the door to see the flushed face of her long-time friend, Molly Wemble. They’d been neighbours as young girls and had remained friends since, despite Molly marrying a society gent. Unfortunately, Molly had a penchant for gossip that Florence just didn’t share. “Hello, Florence,” Molly gushed, bustling into the vestibule. “Sorry to disturb your afternoon rest, my dear, but I’ve just heard something very disturbing, so I had to talk to someone.” That she’d gone miles out of her way didn’t escape Flo.

“Go through to the kitchen,” she said, rolling her eyes and rubbing her hip as she followed. She really wasn’t in the mood to feign indignation over an upper-class indiscretion. If all the gossip was to be believed, society folk had fewer morals than stray cats.

“I’ll make the tea, love,” Molly said, noting the signs of strain in Flo’s features. “I can see your rheumatism is playing up.”

Florence eased into a chair while Molly filled her pretty yellow teapot from the kettle that had been steaming on the old-fashioned hob beside a pot of lamb stew. The hob kept the kitchen cosy and warm. Florence had baulked against updating the turn-of-the-century home, as she was a creature of habit. Even though it was a real chore to lug buckets of coke up from the cellar, she’d sooner do that than change to a modern gas cooker. She’d also put moving to Devon on hold, as her painful rheumatism was terribly debilitating. Her doctor had said she’d only get relief if she moved to a warm, dry climate.

“I’d love to live in Majorca,” she’d laughed, “but I’m too old to learn to speak Spanish.”

Molly put a cup of tea in front of Florence and sat down. Without further ado, she launched into her story. “You’ll never guess who I’ve just had afternoon tea with in the Savoy.”

“Pray tell me,” Florence said, trying to keep the boredom from her voice.

“Anthea!” Molly watched Flo’s expression come to life.

“If this is about that Davinia, I don’t want to hear it, Molly.” Molly knew about James and Davinia. The scandalous story of what James had done to Estella had spread faster than the bubonic plague through London’s elite. It had even made the society gossip columns.

Molly understood how Florence felt about Davinia. She knew she thought of Estella as the daughter she’d never had. “I think you’ll want to know this, Florence.” Florence tried to object, but Molly blurted out, “Davinia is in hospital. She was hit by a car on Grosvenor Square.”

“Oh!” That was the last thing Florence had expected to hear. “Is she all right?”

“She had severe internal injuries, but apparently she’s recovering.”

“I hate to say this, Molly, but the Lord works in mysterious ways, and that girl couldn’t go around causing the misery she has without suffering the consequences.”

Molly wasn’t surprised at Flo’s reaction. She wasn’t particularly religious, but she’d always believed in what goes around, comes around, and she lived by doing unto others as you’d have them do unto you.

“Well, she must have caused a lot of misery because the rest of her life is going to be affected.”

“What do you mean? Is she …paralysed or disfigured in some way?” Florence suddenly felt contrite for being mean- spirited. She wouldn’t wish something like that on her worst enemy.

“No. Anthea asked me not to repeat this, but I know you won’t say anything to anyone.” In all honesty, she hoped Florence would tell Estella, as she believed she had the right to know. Molly’s eyes widened as they always did when she was divulging scandal. “Davinia was pregnant, but she lost the baby. Apparently, that was why she had wanted to hurry the wedding along.”

Florence gasped. It was on the tip of her tongue to say, “Serves her right,” but she only had to think of the innocent child involved, and her heart softened. “I see,” she said, looking into her teacup. She hadn’t told Molly that Estella was pregnant. She hadn’t told a soul, and she never would.

“But that’s not all. The damage she suffered was so bad that the doctors had to operate, and now she can never have children. She’s quite distraught, apparently. And so is Anthea.”

How ironic, Florence thought. I’ll wager James is relieved.

“Davinia was an only child, which means there will never be any grandchildren.”

“Davinia never struck me as the maternal type,” Florence said, fighting to keep the bitterness from her voice.

“Me neither, but I think Anthea has been pushing her to provide an heir to the Farthingworth fortune.”

Florence looked confused. Her mind just couldn’t digest all she was hearing.

“You remember Anthea’s second husband, Giles Farthingworth?”

“Yes, of course. I met Giles at Estella’s wedding.” Anthea had made no secret that she had married for money the second time around. No wonder Davinia kept marrying wealthy old men, Florence thought. Like mother, like daughter! Florence had actually liked Giles. He was a quiet, thoughtful man with a very astute mind, and much more than Anthea deserved, in her opinion. As for Davinia, Florence had been thinking a great deal about her and James. For the life of her, she hadn’t been able to work out why Davinia had picked James as a fourth husband, when he wasn’t wealthy, but now she wondered if it was for the specific reason of fathering a child. Obviously, she hadn’t let James in on her plan. “Giles is worth millions,” Molly said. “He’s as ugly as a cod fish, poor sod, but amazingly no one snapped him up before Anthea, who is too old to have another child, so there’s no one to inherit his vast fortune. Both Giles and Anthea were hoping that Davinia would produce a son, someone to take over the family empire. If she didn’t, and she won’t now, Giles has indicated that he’s leaving his money to the Beckworth Street Orphanage, of which he’s a patron.”

“Davinia has money of her own, thanks to husbands number one, two, and three,” Florence snapped.

“I know, but it’s pennies compared to the Farthingworths’ wealth.”

Was James that ruthless that he’d go along with being a father if it meant getting his hands on the Farthingworth fortune? It was certainly possible if he’d give up someone as lovely as Estella to get his hands on Davinia’s money. “Forgive me if I don’t feel just terrible for her, Molly. Marrying for money is bad enough, but breeding an heir? I can’t believe even Davinia would stoop that low.”

“You know she’s always been money-hungry, Flo, and spoiled terribly. She was never the sweet child that Estella was.”

Florence couldn’t argue with that. “Is James upset about the baby?” Florence couldn’t wait to hear Molly’s reply. “He was never keen for a family.” Something he waited too long to tell Estella.

“Anthea said poor James is in shock. Apparently, he didn’t know that Davinia was pregnant, and now she’s so depressed that he doesn’t know what to do with her. She’s even reconsidering their upcoming marriage.”

“Serves the cad right,” Florence mumbled.

The next two nights were the longest in Flo’s life. She couldn’t sleep for thinking about James and Davinia, and worrying about whether or not she should tell Estella this latest development. Finally, she decided against it. She reasoned that the baby was gone, and that Davinia wouldn’t be having any more children, so there was nothing Estella needed to know. She’d suffered enough.

On the third day after Molly’s visit, Florence had another unexpected visitor. Caroline.

“What are you doing here?” Florence asked when she opened the door to find her on the step.

Caroline blinked in surprise. “I wasn’t expecting trumpets, but a warmer greeting would’ve been nice.”

“I’m sorry, Caroline, but I wasn’t expecting you for three weeks at least. I’m just so surprised.”

“The natives are on the warpath in the Belgian Congo again, this time in Likasi, which was too close for comfort. So, Marcus thought it was better if we left as soon as possible.”

“Oh!” Caroline always dropped the names of places as if Florence were worldly enough to know what she was talking about. Florence used to ask for explanations, but of late she hadn’t bothered.

“Are you going to keep me standing on the doorstep, Flo?”

“No, of course not. Please come in.” Florence stepped aside, and Caroline floated through the door on a cloud of Chanel No. 5. Caroline kissed Flo’s cheek and squeezed her fondly.

“Do you know where Estella is?” she asked, when they went into the front sitting room. Caroline wasn’t a kitchen sort of person. Florence rushed to straighten up her chair, which had her blanket thrown over the arm and the cushions askew. “Estella!”

“What’s wrong, Flo? You look tired and not yourself at all. Is your rheumatism bothering you?”

“Yes, it’s been keeping me awake. Where are Marcus and Barnaby?” Florence felt panic rising as she pictured them going to Estella’s former home only to find it occupied by new owners.

“They’ve taken our suitcases to the Savoy. We thought we’d spend the night in London with Estella before going out to Harrow. We called by her house an hour ago, and found a foreigner there painting it, in ghastly colours, I might add.” Caroline sat on the sofa and patted the seat beside her for Flo, who’d intended to sit in her favourite chair. “Poor Marcus couldn’t get any sense out of him. We assume James and Estella are having restorations done, although I don’t understand why. The place was so tastefully decorated. I can’t imagine whatever possessed them to go in for this bohemian look. I suppose it’s some sort of new trend, but it’s not to my taste. So, where are my daughter and her husband? Are they staying in a hotel?”

“Hasn’t Estella written to you, Caroline?”

“No. I haven’t heard a word in weeks. In fact, it must be close to three months. I shall admonish her when I see her. I know she and James are still newlyweds and so much in love, but she could take the time to write.”

“I wish she had,” Florence mumbled, feeling sick. “Would you like a cup of tea?” She went to stand up, but Caroline stopped her.

“Not just yet, dear. Tell me all the news first.”

Florence sighed. Her heart was hammering, and she felt backed into a corner. “There’s no easy way to tell you this, Caroline ….”

“Tell me what? Is Estella all right? Has she been hurt?”

“She’s fine. But she and James are no longer together.”

Caroline’s mouth dropped open. “She left James?”

“Actually, he asked her for a divorce.”

“Why?”

“He found another woman.”

Caroline gasped. “Another woman! The swine.”

It was Flo’s turn to gasp. She’d never heard Caroline utter as much as a coarse word in all the time she’d known her.

“How could he break Estella’s heart like that?” Caroline leapt to her feet. “I must go to my poor baby. Where is she, Flo?”

“She’s not in London, Caroline.”

“Oh! Of course she wouldn’t be.” She sank down again, clasping Flo’s hand. “The scandal must be unbearable. My poor dear.” Her emotions flickered between anger and pain. “You know, I never liked James. He was always a selfish man and terribly vain, although Estella could never see it.” Caroline dabbed at tears that overflowed her lashes. “I must go to her, Flo. I’m sure she needs me now more than ever. What a blessing that we came home sooner than we intended!”

Caroline went towards the door, but Florence remained seated. When Caroline turned around and looked at her friend, she knew something was wrong.

“Estella went overseas, Caroline. She wanted to get as far away as she could. She didn’t want to see anyone.”

“Why ever not? She’s done nothing to be ashamed of, Flo. If anyone should have gone away, it’s James. The rotter should have joined the Foreign Legion. Imagine looking at another woman when he’d only been married months. I just can’t believe it. He obviously never deserved my sweet girl.”

When Florence made no comment, Caroline returned to her side and sat down. “There’s more to this than you are telling me, isn’t there, Flo?”

“I think Estella should give you all the details, Caroline. It isn’t my place.”

“Well, my dear, she hasn’t. So, it’s up to you. As my friend of more than thirty years, I expect you to tell me all that’s happened to my only daughter.”

Florence wasn’t really surprised that Caroline was resorting to emotional blackmail. It wasn’t the first time, after all. But she forgave her because she knew she was upset.

“Estella has gone to Australia.”

Caroline blinked. “Australia!”

“That’s right. She’s in Kangaroo Crossing.”

Caroline went as white as the suit she was wearing. Florence could see different emotions flickering over her features. Finally, Caroline’s pale eyes narrowed on her. “Are you telling me she’s gone to Ross, when she could have come to Marcus and me, her parents?”

Florence raised a brow. It annoyed her that Caroline had never acknowledged Ross as Estella’s father.

Caroline read her mind. “You know Marcus is the only father she’s ever known.”

“And whose fault is that?”

“You vowed you’d never mention Ross to Estella, but you broke your promise, didn’t you?” Caroline looked as betrayed as she felt.

For a fleeting moment, Florence regretted ever vowing to keep Ross out of Estella’s life by not talking about him, because, effectively, that’s what she’d done. “I suppose I did,” she said, feeling surprisingly devoid of shame. “Estella is a grown woman, and when she came to me, she was in trouble. I did what I could to help her.”

“Why would she go to Ross?” Caroline’s colouring changed to a nasty shade of grey. “You must have encouraged her to go out to Australia. She didn’t know anything about that awful place or Ross.”

“Rest assured she’ll never know Ross,” Florence said bitterly. “He died in March, Caroline.”

Caroline sagged back on the sofa. She went to speak, but no words came. For a few moments she was caught up in memories, and Ross’s face appeared before her eyes. “He was too young,” she whispered.

“Yes, he was. He had an accident and a blood clot went to his heart ….”

“Why didn’t you tell me this sooner?” Florence bristled at the hint of accusation. “I thought it better to wait until we could sit down in private together, rather than tell you the news in a letter.” Florence wasn’t sure Caroline had earned such consideration, but she thought Ross deserved the dignity. “Estella has taken over his veterinary practise.” Florence felt a sense of satisfaction in telling Caroline that. “She needed employment and somewhere to live. As I said before, she wanted to get as far away from James and his family as she possibly could. She would have gone to you, but she knew you were returning to London.”

“This is all a terrible shock. Why didn’t she write and tell me this, Flo? We’ve never had a problem communicating.”

Florence rolled her eyes. She couldn’t believe how oblivious Caroline could be at times. “I thought she would have by now. In fact, a letter may have arrived in Rhodesia after you left. I’m sure the mail isn’t as expedient in Australia and Africa as it is here.”

“I don’t understand why she felt the need to hide from her husband’s family. James should be the one in disgrace.” Caroline looked at Flo, who was staring at the floor. “There’s more, isn’t there, Flo? I’m not going until I know the whole story, so you might as well tell me everything.”

Florence knew Caroline very well. She’d go to Dr. Blake and play on their friendship if she had to, or, God forbid, to James. The last thing Florence wanted was to betray Estella’s trust, but Caroline was her mother, and sooner or later she had to know she was going to be a grandmother. “Estella is having a baby.”

For a few moments, Caroline was speechless. Tears welled in her eyes again. “My Estella is pregnant. And you let her go to that uncivilised, horrible place, which barely rates as a speck on the map? My God, Flo! Whatever were you thinking? There’s only one doctor in town, and he serves a community spread over hundreds of miles.”

“Stop being melodramatic, Caroline. I’m sure things have improved since you were there, and Estella has Charlie watching over her.”

“Charlie! He’s inebriated twenty-three hours out of twenty-four every day, like most of the men out there.”

“He’s much older and far mellower these days.”

Caroline huffed in disbelief. “Even the hospital was once a hotel, so you can imagine what it’s like, and there isn’t any staff to speak of, just volunteers and Aboriginals coming and going. You can’t even buy decent food out there, like fresh vegetables. It’s unbearably hot and dusty, and there are absolutely millions of flies.”

Florence felt a moment of panic, but she was sure things must have improved over time. Charlie never complained, and Caroline was talking about twenty-five years ago.

“Estella doesn’t want James to know about the baby, Caroline,” Florence said calmly.

“Why not?” Caroline shrieked. “It’s his, isn’t it?”

“How can you ask me that?”

“I’m sorry, I just don’t know what’s coming next. If Estella and James are expecting, then he should be supporting her. It’s the right thing to do.”

“When he told her about this other woman, he said he was glad that they didn’t have children because they weren’t part of the life he wanted.”

Caroline’s eyes widened in horror.

“I should add that he didn’t know that Estella was pregnant when he said that. She was going to tell him that very afternoon.”

Caroline gasped in dismay. A sob rose in her throat, threatening to choke her. “Who is this other woman?”

“It’s Davinia.”

“Davinia!”

“He’s with her because of her money and apparently not ashamed to admit it.”

“James earns a very good living from his practise.”

“Estella thought so, too, but he told her he was broke.”

“And she believed him? He was probably just trying to get out of supporting her.”

“The bank repossessed the house in Mayfair, and everything was sold to pay his debts.”

“Oh, God. This just gets worse.” For a moment, she covered her face with her hands. “I wish Marcus were here. He’d know what to do.” Caroline stood up and poured herself a small sherry from the decanter on the sideboard. She surprised Florence when she swallowed it down in one gulp. “Poor Estella is penniless and pregnant and living in the most dreadful place on earth. I’m going to call her and demand that she comes home. Marcus and I will look after her until James sees sense. He must face his responsibilities.”

“No, Caroline,” Florence said, struggling to her feet. “You can’t do that. Estella will be livid if James finds out about the baby. Please swear not to tell him anything. It’s what Estella wants.”

“I can’t believe that’s true. She probably wasn’t thinking clearly when she left here. And I’m not surprised, after you filled her head with romantic notions about taking over Ross’s veterinary practise. My God, in the weeks I was there, Ross didn’t see a penny. He was given chickens that hadn’t been plucked, a lamb, two or three goats, cakes, jars of jam, anything but real money.”

“I’m sure the town has prospered since then.” Florence decided to be honest. She had nothing to lose. “I won’t deny I always wanted Estella to know Ross. He was a good man, and he loved you.”

“Not enough to take me away from that abysmal place. When it came down to it, he chose Kangaroo Crossing over me.”

“He might have followed you back to England.”

“He didn’t, did he?”

“You didn’t give him the chance. He thought you were homesick and that you’d return once you’d visited friends and family. If you didn’t return in time, he intended to give up his veterinary practise and follow you. But you were only gone weeks when he got a letter asking for a divorce. It broke his heart that you’d accepted another man’s proposal so quickly.”

Caroline was astonished, but determined to validate her decision. “As far as I was concerned, Ross didn’t love me enough to put my happiness first, and in my condition, time wasn’t a luxury. Marcus offered to raise Estella as his own, which I thought was jolly decent of him.”

“But she wasn’t his. And now her real father is gone, and she’ll never know him.” Flo’s eyes welled with tears as an overwhelming urge to see Ross again enveloped her. “You owed it to my brother to give him the chance to know his daughter, and I don’t think I’ll ever forgive you for denying him that.”

Caroline was startled by the vehement conviction in her friend—and former sister-in-law’s voice. “Can’t you understand that I couldn’t cope in that terrible place? I would have withered and died. Estella won’t survive out there, either. I know she won’t.”

“I suppose that depends upon how much of her real father she has in her, doesn’t it, Caroline? One thing is sure: she’ll give it her best shot.”


CHAPTER 15

As soon as Estella got home, she asked Mai to get a fire started in the oven. She’d had a modern gas stove in her home in Mayfair, so was hesitant about building a fire in the old wood oven. They had a lively discussion about the matter, as Mai wanted to make a fire outside, but eventually Estella was the victor.

As Mai and Binnie collected wood, Estella began preparing the vegetables for her lamb stew. Apart from having help to cater for special dinners for her husband’s important clients and their friends, she’d insisted on cooking all their meals herself, so she wasn’t adrift in the kitchen. Roast beef, pork medallions, and poached salmon or trout were James’s favourite foods. The one time she cooked him a stew, he complained bitterly, insisting it was sustenance for the lower classes. But Estella’s anticipation for tonight’s stew was worthy of the most sumptuous fare. How perspectives can change in a few weeks, she thought ironically, as she peeled and chopped the vegetables, putting them in a pot with the meat and a sprinkle of salt, adding some barley and dried peas she’d found in the cupboard.

When Mai had the fire going, Estella left the stew to simmer. She told the Aboriginal woman not to go hunting, as there would be enough for all of them, but Mai looked at the pot sceptically and began building a fire outside at the back of the house, making Estella feel as if she couldn’t be trusted to provide something nourishing.

When Mai disappeared with Binnie, she assumed they’d gone hunting, and mumbled, “Suit yourself,” determined to enjoy the first fresh vegetables she’d had in weeks.

While the stew was bubbling nicely, Estella had a bath. She only ever filled the tub with a few inches of water, but revelled in splashing in its coolness. She noticed her tummy was becoming a small, firm mound, and smiled as she thought of the precious life growing inside her. But happy thoughts of the baby were always quickly followed by sorrow because she couldn’t share her joy with James. His actions had proven him to be selfish and untrustworthy--neither father nor husband material.

A short while later, feeling refreshed, she sat down to write one of the most important letters in her life. She’d only gotten as far as Dear Mother, when she heard someone call, “Cooee.” A wave of guilt washed over her when she realised how relieved she felt at having to postpone the inevitable. Opening the door, she discovered Phyllis Edwards on the front veranda.

“Hello, Estella,” she said cheerfully, despite the glistening perspiration on her face. “I hope I’m not disturbing you, but I brought you a few things I thought you might need.” She had a box in her arms, which looked heavy.

Estella was taken by surprise. “I didn’t order anything, Phyllis, but please come in.” She followed her through to the kitchen.

“Something smells good,” Phyllis commented as she deposited the box on the table and glanced around with a scrupulous eye, removing her wide-brimmed hat. She was wearing a pastel short-sleeved blouse and lightweight slacks.

“I’m making a lamb stew,” Estella said.

“I thought that’s what it smelt like, but I know you haven’t been to the store, so where did you get the ingredients?”

The bluntness of the people in Kangaroo Crossing still startled Estella. She wondered if she’d ever get used to such outspokenness. Murphy had warned her that he spoke his mind, and she had come to expect it of him, but he hadn’t told her everyone else was inclined to say exactly what they thought, too. “Annie Hall was kind enough to give me some meat and vegetables. I’ve really missed fresh food since I’ve been here.”

“What we lack in fresh produce, we make up for in tinned. You’d know that if you’d had a look at what we stock at the store.” Phyllis waved her finger at Estella, but she was smiling, and her tone was light. “Dad and I eat a lot of tinned fruits and vegetables to ward off scurvy.” Phyllis laughed at her own joke. “They’re not the same, but they work. We used to order fresh produce from down south, but once it had made the journey up The Track in the dust and heat, it was often limp, shrivelled, and unappealing.” She began to empty the contents of the box. “I’ve brought you some bread that I baked this morning and powdered milk. That’s not the same, either, but it lasts much longer in the heat, and there are also some tinned sardines, baked beans, tea, and sugar. A word of warning--once you’ve opened or cooked something, you must eat it straight away. Even in an ice-chest, food spoils very quickly here. And keep everything covered. I don’t have to tell you what the flies can do. And look out for ants.” She looked into the box again. “I didn’t know whether you preferred peaches or plums, so I brought a tin of each and some condensed milk, which goes well with either when fresh cream isn’t available. There are also a couple of tablets of soap and some shampoo. Anything else you want, I’ll be happy to bring over.”

“I’m sorry, Phyllis, but I can’t accept these groceries.”

“Of course you can.”

Estella felt uncomfortable. “I don’t have the money to pay for them.”

“I’ve opened an account for you, and before you object, Dad asked me to. He’s very grateful for the progress you’ve made with Stargazer.”

“I’m pleased to hear that, but we came to an arrangement about materials to fix up the house. There was no mention of booking up anything else.”

“That’s because Dad would have taken it for granted that you have to eat, Estella. You can’t live on Charlie’s corned beef sandwiches.” Phyllis gave Estella a friendly smile, but she could see that her pride was being tested. “Living on credit is foreign to you, isn’t it?”

“It certainly is.” Thinking of her former life, that she now knew was an illusion, she blushed. She’d never been as humiliated as the day she found out how much debt she and James were in. It seemed they owed everybody money, even friends. “I was hoping to get work and pay my way,” she said.

“Most people who move to the bush feel the same, and, believe me, no one was prouder than my mother. But if the people in town or those on the stations only bought what they could afford at the time, they’d starve, and we’d go broke.”

“I hadn’t thought of that.” It seemed living on credit kept the wheels turning for everyone.

“Dad said he’s going to deliver some timber and roofing iron to you in the next day or so. You weren’t intending to do the work yourself, were you?”

“No. I’ve asked Charlie to help out.”

“Charlie!” Phyllis laughed. “He gets Dad to do all his repairs. I’m afraid labour isn’t a word he’s familiar with.”

Estella’s heart sank. “He didn’t look keen when I made the suggestion, but I believe he’ll come through for me.”

Phyllis looked dubious. “Put it this way: You’re lucky rain isn’t forecast any time in the near future.” Estella couldn’t say that Charlie was her uncle, or that she intended to exploit their relationship if it meant the house would be fit for her and the baby. “I’ve been told that Charlie and Ross were close.”

“Like two joeys in a pouch, which you don’t see very often. When Ross wasn’t out on the stations tending sick animals, he and Charlie were inseparable.” She saddened. “The last few months have been hard for everyone because the town is so small, and Ross’s death was so sudden, but of course Charlie has taken it particularly hard.”

“What was he like?” Estella felt her curiosity growing more each day, like the baby inside her who would one day question its heritage. Phyllis’s hazel eyes softened, and a small smile came to her thin lips. “He was a good man, but he had his faults.”

“Like what?”

“For one thing, he suffered from melancholy, but I think that was just loneliness. He was a deep thinker, and quieter than Charlie, but then, who isn’t? He had a mischievous sense of humour, though, and he often told funny little stories about animals. He’d talk about them as if they were people.”

“I can understand that,” Estella said. “They all have their own personalities.”

“How odd, that’s just what Ross used to say. He was able to communicate with animals in a way I’d never seen before, or will again, I’m sure. I’ve just realised this is the first time I’ve been here since his death. It seems strange to be standing in his kitchen and not have him walk through the door.” She looked around. “I can still feel his presence.”

“Don’t let Mai hear you say that. She actually thinks his spirit has returned in the form of a dingo.”

Phyllis looked at Estella as if she took the notion seriously. “Aboriginal people have very strong spiritual connections to the land and animals. Don’t discount anything they say.”

“But the idea is ludicrous. I can’t take it seriously.”

“If Mai truly believes it, nothing you can do will sway her thinking. Ross understood. I think that’s why he got on so well with the Aboriginals. He made a real effort to comprehend their ways. You’d probably understand more if you read his journal. Did you find it?”

Estella was astonished. “No, I haven’t seen a journal.”

“It must be here somewhere. He was always making notes in it.”

“Perhaps it’s in his room. Charlie wanted me to sort through his personal things, but I haven’t done it yet.”

“Fancy asking you to do that?” Phyllis clicked her tongue. “Dad wouldn’t mind doing it if Charlie can’t bring himself to do it.”

“Don’t bother him. I’m here, and I have plenty of time, and I don’t mind, really.”

Phyllis nodded. “How was it out on Langana Downs?”

Estella didn’t know what to say.

“I heard that Teddy was rather angry with you at the meeting the other night, so I’m surprised you went out there.”

“To be honest, if he hadn’t been ill, I wouldn’t have gone. Unfortunately, he has Brucellosis, which he caught from his cattle. Annie gave me permission to look at them, and I was able to advise her and the manager on how best to handle the situation. I did speak to Teddy, but he wasn’t at all happy to see me. He’s in complete denial about his illness because he’s worried about Annie and the burden that will fall on her, but I think she’s strong enough to handle it.”

“The station owners can be very set in their ways, and it’s going to be hard for them to take advice from a young woman. To be honest, Estella, I’m rather baffled why you’d want to stay in a town like Kangaroo Crossing. If it wasn’t for Dad being on his own, I would be long gone.”

Estella had the impression that Phyllis felt trapped. “I’m an inexperienced but qualified vet, so I’m very lucky to be offered a practise that comes with a home and everything I need.” Especially after finding myself homeless and penniless, she thought.

Phyllis looked baffled. “I can’t believe you actually feel fortunate. This place must have been a terrible shock.” She frowned. “Charlie offered you the job through his sister in England, didn’t he?”

“Yes, I’ve known Florence Cooper for many years.”

“I’ll bet he told Florence the town was small, but forgot to mention that there’s more life in a cemetery.”

Estella couldn’t help laughing. “I wasn’t told it was so isolated, or that most Irish or Catholic families have a larger population, but I’m slowly getting used to it.”

“Surely you don’t intend to stay?”

“I don’t know. I need to work, but I have no idea how long it will take the station owners to trust me with their stock. As you said, I’m young and a woman, which is not a combination that inspires confidence as far as they are concerned.”

“I wouldn’t hold your breath waiting for acceptance. It’s as likely to rain as it is for the farmers to change their way of thinking. If I were you, I’d try to get work in one of the bigger towns. I reckon they’d be more open to having a woman vet.”

Estella wondered if Phyllis wanted to get rid of her. For the second time, she sensed that she thought of her as a rival for Murphy’s affections. “I was lucky to be offered this position, especially with my inexperience, so I have to trust that sooner or later the people out here will ask for my services, hopefully before I starve. As for the town, I can’t run away with my tail between my legs because Kangaroo Crossing isn’t all I thought it would be.”

To Estella’s surprise, Phyllis smiled. “From my point of view, I’m glad you came here. There aren’t any women in town around my age, apart from Kylie, so it will be nice to have someone from a big city to talk to. As you can imagine, with Dad and me living and working together, we don’t have much of interest to talk about.”

Estella was touched and yet surprised by Phyllis’s admission. She was the last person Estella had expected to befriend her. “Would you like to stay for dinner?”

“I’d enjoy that, but I promised Dad I’d cook him something nice tonight as a treat. He’s been doing the monthly bookwork, and he’s rather tired.”

“Of course. Perhaps another time?”

Phyllis nodded and glanced at the studio portraits of Estella’s family. She picked up one of Barnaby. “Who’s this handsome young man?”

“My brother, and those are my parents.”

“I don’t know who you are more like,” Phyllis said, turning to study Estella’s features.

Barnaby looked just like Marcus, who had sandy hair and a dimpled chin, and Caroline was very fair with sherry brown eyes. Estella’s colouring was completely different. Her hair was almost black, and her eyes a vivid green. The only photograph she had of Ross was old, and black and white, but she could see his hair was also very dark, and Charlie had told her he had green eyes like hers. Estella quickly changed the subject. “Apart from the picnic races, do they ever hold social gatherings in town?”

“Marjorie Waitman organises a dance the night before the races. Apart from that, most of the station owners and their families and stockmen come in fortnightly if they’re not shearing or mustering. They congregate at the pub, of course, and some nights are quite lively.”

“I suppose there are plenty of eligible men out on the stations.”

“That’s right. There’s a shortage of women in the outback, so look out.”

Estella blushed. “I wasn’t asking for myself. I fully intend to concentrate on establishing a practise, but with your looks, you must be fighting them off with a stick.”

Phyllis laughed. “I wasn’t cut out to live in the middle of nowhere with a man who has sheep dip for brains. It’s bad enough living in this town.”

“Doesn’t anyone in town take your fancy?”

“I think you’d agree the choice is rather limited.”

“I haven’t met everyone.”

Phyllis laughed. “You probably have. There’s Kylie, Charlie and Edna, Wally Gee and Connie, Betty and Kev, me and Dad, Marjorie and Francis, and then our two bachelors. Dr. Dan Dugan is a strange fellow. He’s lovely when he’s sober, but like all Irishmen, when he starts drinking, he doesn’t stop until he’s senseless, and there’s nothing less appealing than a gibbering drunk with a chip on his shoulder. As for Murphy, he’s not bad-looking, but untouchable in the romantic sense because his past keeps him from having a future.”

“What do you mean?”

Phyllis was briefly hesitant.

“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t pry,” Estella said. “Murphy’s business is his own.”

“In a town this small there’s no possibility of having a private life, so I hope for your sake you haven’t got anything you want to keep to yourself.”

Estella didn’t comment. She knew she couldn’t hide her pregnancy for too much longer, but she was dreading the speculation about her circumstances. As it was, she could tell people were curious, even Phyllis. Her eyes were darting here and there, determined not to overlook a misplaced word or hint of an intriguing past.

“There’s nothing to do out here except talk about other people,” Phyllis said, confirming Estella’s thoughts. “I don’t know the whole story, as Murphy’s the strong silent type, but there’s speculation that he broke up his best mate’s marriage by stealing his wife.”

Estella was startled. “He’s on his own, so surely that’s just gossip.”

“I thought so, too, until his former mate turned up in town. It was a few years ago now, but he found Murphy in the pub one evening and really let him have it. Dad said when Murphy first saw him, he went as white as a sheet. He must have been wracked with guilt, because he made no attempt to retaliate when his mate began to physically attack him. In the end, his mate broke down and collapsed on the floor, sobbing. No one in the bar knew what to do, and the place was full of shearers and stockmen. You can imagine how awkward it was to see a grown man sobbing like a child. When Murphy went to him, his mate shouted, ‘Because of you, I’ve lost the only woman I’ll ever love.’ When he left, Murphy was actually physically ill. He wasn’t himself for days after the incident.” Estella didn’t know what to think. You would have to be shallow or ruthless like Davinia to destroy a friend like that. That didn’t say much for Murphy’s character.

“What about Dan? There must be a reason he drinks so much.” She wasn’t so much interested in his private life, as intrigued by what could make him behave so destructively when he had so much responsibility.

“Apparently his father was a top surgeon in Sydney, and it’s rumoured that Dan drinks because he never measured up to his standard, but I honestly don’t know the truth. As I said, he’s a good bloke when he’s sober and a very talented doctor, but no matter how many lives he saves, he never feels good about himself. A couple of years ago we all got together and bought him a plaque to commemorate his service to the town and the surrounding stations. We surprised him with it, but he wouldn’t accept it. He actually got very upset.”

Estella thought this was very odd. “Did he come here from Sydney?”

“No. Murphy told me Dan came from the Longreach area in Queensland’s Gulf country, where the flying doctor service first began.”

“I did see an old plane at the back of the hospital. Is it Dan’s?”

“This might sound odd, given the size of the town, but I’m not sure.” Phyllis frowned. “It was brought here on Wag’s truck many years ago, well after Dan came here. It looked as if it had been in a crash. Murphy has used bits and pieces for spare parts for his plane, and Dan works on it from time to time, and sometimes Murphy helps him. So who it belongs to is a bit of a mystery. I think I asked Murphy once, but I don’t remember what he said.”

“Your dad told me you are learning to fly. I think that’s very adventurous of you.”

Phyllis’ face lit up. “I love it. I feel so free and alive up there.”

“I had trouble with air sickness on the way out here, so I certainly don’t share your enthusiasm.”

“Flying lifts my spirits and makes me feel as if I can do anything, and Murphy is an excellent teacher. He’s very patient and masterful.” Phyllis suddenly blushed, giving Estella the impression she hadn’t meant to show her true feelings.

“He’s a manly sort of man, don’t you think?” Phyllis said.

“I suppose so,” Estella replied without enthusiasm.

“He can’t hold eye contact, though, have you noticed? I don’t think you can trust someone who can’t hold eye contact.”

Estella was inclined to agree.

Mai and Binnie still hadn’t returned by dark, so Estella had a good helping of lamb stew and thoroughly enjoyed it. After Phyllis went home, Estella searched for the journal she’d mentioned, but didn’t find it, so continued on with her letter. Although beginning was difficult, once she started, it was like purging herself of a demon. She was as truthful as possible, but explaining how her life came to be turned upside down left her drained, physically and emotionally. After signing, Love, Estella, she cried for a few minutes, then washed her face and gathered her composure.

Before going to bed, Estella went outside and sat on the veranda, taking several deep breaths. She felt infinitely small, as she gazed up at the expansive sky twinkling with millions of stars. They seemed so close, as if she could reach up and pick one. The moon was behind the house, but its silver light bathed the surrounding ground in an incandescent glow that softened the harsh dryness of the landscape, turning the distant red hills into a silver carpet. Kangaroos appeared, stopping to pick at bushes before moving on, and emus strolled past, some pausing to curiously peer at her. She was particularly thrilled to see parent emus with striped chicks trailing after them.

For a while all was silent, except for the insects’ symphony. Estella closed her eyes, trying to relax, but after writing about the break-up of her marriage, all her tumultuous emotions returned, and they were painfully raw.

When Estella opened her eyes, the dingo was standing before her, silently watching. The moonlight made its coat look almost white, lulling her into a false sense of security. She almost forgot that he was a wild dog, unused to human contact, and was tempted to pat him.

“Hello, boy,” she whispered, again thinking what a beautiful creature he was. His expression made him look concerned, Estella thought. She smiled when she realised her imagination had become overactive, like Mai’s. She wondered what her father had thought of the dingo, which reminded her of his journal, and again she wondered where it could be. She intended to ask Mai about it. Thinking of Mai, Estella suddenly remembered she’d been wearing a belt around her waist for the past few days and that there had been a bag tied to it. What could be in that bag, she wondered? She looked at the dingo again, thinking his expression was so intelligent. It was almost as if he could read her mind. I must be deliriously tired, she thought. “I’m exhausted, boy, so I’m going to bed,” she said.

The dingo sat down and continued to watch her intently. Estella went to stand up, but a pain in her abdomen caused her to flinch. She paused, dread gripping her. “Not my baby,” she whispered. “God, not my baby.” The pain subsided for a moment, and she took deep breaths. The dingo stood, observing her with unwavering interest. What’s he waiting for, she wondered? Another fear gripped her. For the first time she felt like his prey. 


CHAPTER 16

As Estella straightened up, she felt another twinge of pain, this time more intensely. “What’s happening to me?” she cried, knowing panic she’d never before experienced. Although she knew it was useless, she cried out for Mai, but her voice was engulfed by the terrifying silence around her, silence that had only moments ago given her peace and serenity. “Please, God, don’t take my baby,” she whispered. In a moment of clarity, she was acutely aware that the loneliness she’d felt since arriving in Kangaroo Crossing would be nothing in comparison to the aching desolation she’d feel if she lost her precious child.

The dingo watched her as she stumbled from the veranda, bent forward in pain. “I need help,” she whimpered. “Somebody …help me.” As she was seized by another pain, she stopped and cried out, falling to her knees in the red dust. The dingo approached her and sniffed the side of her face. Alarmed, Estella tried to get up, but the ferocious pain had left her weak and shaking. As the dingo stood by her, silent and watchful, she lifted her head and looked into his dark eyes, eyes that suddenly looked sinister. She was never more aware of her vulnerability or the fact that he was a wild animal, as she waited for him to attack. She knew she was completely defenceless on the ground, but found small consolation in the fact that he wasn’t baring his teeth or growling. Oddly, he seemed to be regarding her with as much interest as he had from a distance. For a ridiculous moment Estella wanted to believe, as Mai did, that the spirit of her father had returned in the dingo, and that somehow he would help her.

“I’m losing my mind,” she cried. “There’s no one here to help! It’s up to me, and me alone.”

As if her prayers were answered, Estella’s survival instincts took over, giving her strength. Nothing else mattered but the baby and getting help. She reached for the veranda post and pulled herself to her feet. “I must get to the hospital,” she whispered, taking deep, steadying breaths. Any thoughts of keeping the baby’s existence a secret were gone from her mind, replaced by all-consuming terror. Fixing her sights on the hospital, just a dark shape in the distance with two lights burning in the windows, she stumbled forward. The dingo went with her. He didn’t walk by her side like a domestic dog, but stayed close enough for her to see him.

It seemed to take forever to reach the lights in the distance, which at times swam before Estella’s eyes. She stalled when pain gripped her, and hurried on when it eased. She felt faint and clammy, but strangely grateful for the company of the dingo, who stopped when she did and followed when she moved on.

The hospital was quiet as she stumbled through the door. “Dan,” she called. Kylie appeared from his office. She looked half asleep. “What’s wrong, missus?”

“Tell Dan I need him,” Estella said breathlessly, before doubling over with the worst pain she had felt yet gripping her abdomen. Kylie reached for her, noting that her knees were dusty and grazed. “What’s wrong, missus?” She could see that Estella was holding her abdomen. “You got food poisoning?”

Estella shook her head as Kylie pulled a gurney from one of the rooms and helped her onto it. Turning on her side, in the foetal position, Estella cried, “Save my baby. Please, Kylie, save my precious child.”

Kylie’s dark eyes widened. “You pregnant, missus?”

“Yes, where’s Dan?” Estella gasped, clasping her hand.

“I’ll get him, missus, but first I must get you in a bed.” Estella was rocking in pain, and Kylie was afraid she’d fall off the narrow gurney.

“Oh, God!” Estella gritted her teeth through another excruciating wave of pain. “I don’t want to lose my baby.”

“You’ll be right, missus. We’ll help you.” Estella didn’t catch the worry or hint of doubt in Kylie’s voice. She was barely aware of being pushed down the hall into a room and helped onto a bed. “I’ll be back in a minute, missus. I’m just going to fetch Dr. Dan.”

Estella was in too much pain to think about where the Aboriginal nurse was ‘fetching’ him from. “Hurry, Kylie,” she urged.

“Try to relax, missus. I’ll be as quick as I can.”

Kylie was gone for a few minutes, but it seemed like hours to Estella. She prayed as hard as she could for her unborn child, asking God to be merciful. She called out, but her voice echoed in the quiet rooms of the hospital. “Where are they?” she cried.

Suddenly she heard Dan’s voice in the hallway, and a wave of relief swept over her.

“What’s all the secrecy about, Kylie?” he said, as the Aboriginal girl all but shoved him towards Estella’s room. “Who’s our mystery patient? Is it Mary or Willie?” They’d been arguing outside the pub before moving on to a campsite to continue drinking, and it wasn’t uncommon for their rows to escalate into violence.

“It’s Estella Lawford, Dr. Dan. She’s real crook.”

A cold, sobering chill went down Dan’s spine. He was certain Estella wouldn’t be in the hospital for something minor. Estella cried out in agony, and he heard her. He looked into her room and saw her curled up, clutching her stomach, and offered a silent prayer that she wasn’t having an appendicitis attack. With no patients to tend at the hospital, he’d been in the hotel since dusk. It would be hours before he was sober enough to perform surgery.

As Dan came towards her bed, Estella noted his swaying steps. “What’s wrong, Es-Estella?” he asked.

Even through a blur of pain, she caught the slur in his speech, and her heart sank. “I’m pregnant and having cramps.”

Dan blinked in surprise and rubbed his unshaven jaw. “How- how far along are you?”

“Ten weeks.”

“Your first trimester,” he mumbled in bewilderment, silently cursing the alcohol that was fogging his brain.

The smell of beer wafted over Estella. “Are you drunk?” she hissed.

“I’ve had a few pints,” he said, trying to straighten up. “Are you spotting?”

She felt his responses were slow and became angry. “I don’t think so.”

“Is there a …a history of miscarriage in your family?”

“Not that I know of. I’m not going to lose my baby, am I?”

“I honestly don’t know, Estella.” He turned her on her back and felt her tummy. “You are definitely having uterine contractions.”

“Oh, God no,” Estella cried, turning back on her side and drawing her knees up.

“Try to remain calm. Being upset isn’t beneficial.”

Estella’s anger erupted. “Calm! How can I remain calm, when I’m in the middle of nowhere at a hospital where the only doctor is drunk? I knew this would happen. I knew it the first day I came here. I was so angry because I kept thinking what if the plane had crash-landed, or what if I’d been seriously ill? And my nightmare has turned to reality. I need you, and my baby needs you, and you’re drunk!”

Dan glanced at Kylie and dropped his head.

“Dear God, how can you be so irresponsible? If I lose my child because of your negligence ….”

“There’s nothing I can do, but if you want any chance of keeping the baby, Estella, you must calm down.”

“Can’t you give me something, anything to stop the contractions?”

Dan hesitated. “I’m afraid not.”

Estella sobbed. “You’ve got to save my baby. Please, Dan. I’ve lost everything else.”

Dan had never felt more impotent. His desperation for another drink repulsed him. “I’m so sorry, Estella, but there’s nothing I can do.”

He glanced at Kylie helplessly, and she whispered something to him.

“I don’t know, Kylie.”

“We’ve got to do something, Dr. Dan.”

“I know, but …” Estella watched as Dan looked at Kylie earnestly for a moment before nodding and leaving the room.

“What’s going on?” Estella asked.

“Would you be willing to try an Aboriginal remedy, missus? It might not work, but Aboriginals have used it for thousands of years, and sometimes it helps tribal women.”

“Will it stop my contractions?”

Kylie caught the mixture of desperation and hope in Estella’s voice. She had to be honest. “Maybe, missus.”

Another pain gripped Estella, and she squeezed her eyes shut. She knew without some kind of help, she’d lose her precious baby. “Get it, Kylie,” she whispered.

“All right, missus. I’ll be a few minutes. I have some of what I need, but I must get some fresh Eucalypt Bark and make an infusion. I’ll be as quick as I can.” Kylie hurried from the room before Estella could find out any more.

Dan came back in. “Take deep breaths, Estella,” he said, taking her hand. He felt the heartache she was suffering, and his own heart broke for her. After three slow, ragged breaths, the pain subsided. “Why did you leave the room a moment ago?”

“As a doctor, I can’t condone or be responsible for Aboriginal remedies, even though they often seem to work. I’m also not allowed any knowledge of what Kylie wanted to give you. Some Aboriginal remedies are secret women’s business,” he said.

“Is what she’s going to give me safe?”

“As a doctor, I can’t say, but I will say that Kylie wouldn’t give you something that could harm you, and I trust her. I’ve seen miraculous healings performed by the Aboriginal people, Estella, so I honestly believe you are in good hands.”

“The contractions have stopped,” Dan said several hours later as he felt Estella’s abdomen. “Are you having any pain at all?”

Estella could see how relieved Dan was, but it was nothing compared to what she felt. “No.” Kylie had only just gone to bed, after sitting with Estella all night. Her remedy had been made from the leaves and bark of four different trees and bushes, and had tasted vile. It had made Estella feel strange, but Kylie had sat with her, telling her stories of the Aboriginal dream time, of spirits and sacred lands, and of ancestral customs and initiations. Estella couldn’t thank her enough for giving her the infusion that had saved her baby, but she had a burning question in her mind for Dan.

“Is there something wrong with the baby, Dan?”

“I’d like to be able to give you every reassurance, Estella, but I can’t.”

Estella felt like crying, but she held back.

“I can tell you this--if the baby hadn’t formed properly, nothing would have stopped you having a miscarriage.”

Determined to cling to hope, Estella felt a small measure of relief. “Then what could have caused the contractions to start so early?”

“No doctor could tell you that for sure, but we do know there are contributing factors. Stress is a major cause of premature labour or miscarriage.”

Remembering how distraught she’d felt when writing the letter to her mother, Estella suffered a tinge of guilt.

“Poor diet is another cause that we know of. You need to have calcium, magnesium, and iron every day, and you must rest as much as possible.”

Estella’s eyes welled with tears. If she’d had a stable marriage and someone to care for her, she could have rested and given her baby every possible chance. As it was, she hadn’t been eating properly, and she had to work to support herself.

“Why didn’t you tell me you were pregnant when you first arrived, Estella? I could have advised you on proper care.”

“I didn’t want anyone to know about my pregnancy. As it is, the station owners won’t accept me because I’m young and a woman. Imagine their reactions if they knew I was expecting?”

Dan looked thoughtful. “Are you intending to stay here and bring up your child alone?”

“I don’t have any choice.” Her bottom lip began to tremble. Dan nodded. He didn’t want her dwelling on her unfortunate circumstances. The fact was that she was pregnant and obviously alone for whatever reason. He couldn’t imagine how a man could be so foolish as to let an attractive, intelligent woman like Estella get away, especially if she were carrying his child, but then some things were beyond understanding. “Well, now that I know, I want you to have regular check-ups. As I said before, I wish you had told me the day we met. If it’s confidentiality you are worried about, I don’t discuss my patients with anyone other than staff, which boils down to Kylie.”

“To be honest after seeing you drunk in the hotel, …I didn’t have much faith in you.”

Dan looked momentarily stunned before turning to the window. “I deserve that,” he said. He pulled the curtain aside to reveal a magnificent mauve sky that was tinged red. The sun was rising, a blazing sphere on the eastern horizon. It was the coolest part of the day, when animals were most active. Kangaroos and emus were everywhere. He could also see two camels on the distant red hills, which wasn’t uncommon. Wild camels had bred to extensive numbers in the outback after being released or escaping from their Afghan owners, who no longer needed the animals as much as they had in the early pioneering days.

“Why do you do it, Dan?”

Dan paused. He knew exactly what she meant. “That’s not an easy question to answer.”

“Easy or not, there must be a reason. We all suffer losses, tragedies.” Dan caught the slight tremor in her voice. “But turning to alcohol is not a solution.”

“That’s easy for you to say,” Dan mumbled as he headed for the door.

“No, it’s not. I’ve recently suffered the most devastating upheaval in my life, and believe me, it would be easy to crumble, but I’m determined not to.”

“Then I envy your strength, Estella, but you have someone to go on for, the tiny baby growing inside you.”

“And you have your patients.”

Dan made no comment. He would never have forgiven himself if something had happened to Estella’s baby. Even though he could do little to treat her, he still would have felt responsible.

“People come here for your help, Dan. Don’t you think you owe it to them to be sober?”

Dan stood in the doorway, his head hanging. Yes, he thought, and I suffer shame every day. But it doesn’t even compare to the guilt that makes me drink. Without saying a word, Dan walked out of the room, leaving Estella frustrated and bewildered.

“What are you doing out of bed, missus?” Kylie asked. She’d had only four hours of sleep, but she was concerned about Estella.

“I must get back to work on Stargazer,” Estella said.

“Has Dr. Dan given you the all-clear signal?”

“The contractions have stopped, and he’s given me advice on antenatal care. There’s nothing else he can do.” Estella was hesitant for a moment. “I still don’t want anyone to know I’m pregnant, Kylie. I realise I can’t hide it for much longer, but apart from the speculation about my baby’s father, I need the station owners to trust me.”

Kylie understood that Estella didn’t need any undue stress. “We won’t say anything to anyone, missus.”

“Thank you, Kylie. And thank you again for helping me. If you hadn’t been here,” she trailed off.

“I’m happy it worked for you, missus.” Kylie now understood why Estella had been so squeamish. It seemed obvious in hindsight, but it hadn’t occurred to her at the time. Apart from her queasiness, there hadn’t been any clues. She was very slender, and she was alone, and there’d been no mention of a husband, although she wore a wedding ring.

Estella went home and made a sardine sandwich. She’d refused breakfast at the hospital, wanting to be gone before Betty or the cleaning lady, Connie, arrived. Dan had told her he’d file her paperwork immediately. He trusted Betty implicitly, but he agreed that the fewer people who knew about her near miscarriage, the better, and there was always the danger of somebody wandering into the hospital unexpectedly. Conduct and protocol were more than a little relaxed in the bush, and he often found patients waiting for him in his office or answering calls on the radio, even tending others in the waiting room with minor problems. If her file had been left on his desk, he couldn’t guarantee it wouldn’t be seen.

Estella’s ordeal had left her weak and tired, but she wanted to bring Stargazer over to her stables, where she could work on him in private. She’d just finished her sandwich and was getting ready to leave, when Mai and Binnie came through the door. Mai immediately noticed how unwell she looked.

“You not sleep, missus?”

“I had a rather bad night.” Estella thought of the dingo and wondered where he was. “Mai, are dingoes dangerous? Would they attack us, like a wolf?”

Mai looked at her strangely. “I not know about wolves, missus, but dingoes only maybe take’em babies.”

“Do you mean children or babies?”

“Yes, missus. If small child left, hungry dingo maybe take’em.”

Estella thought of Binnie being left by the campfire while Mai wandered around drunk, and her heart went cold. She glanced at Mai’s waist and the leather belt, which had a bag tied to it. She hadn’t taken it off for day, and still wore Estella’s dress, which was unrecognisable in its present condition. “What’s in that bag, Mai?” She imagined it was a hunting knife or some implements she used in the bush.

Mai glanced at the bag. “That’s my totem, missus. It protect me from the spirit dingo.”

Estella was startled, but realised Mai was very serious. “What is it?”

“Somethin’ that belong to Ross. Somethin’ from his spirit.”

Estella immediately thought of the journal. For the first time she noticed the bag was flat in shape. “Is it a book? One that Ross wrote his thoughts in?” She suddenly had the urge to read the journal. It would help her know her father.

Mai placed her hand possessively over the bag. “Yes, missus. It’s a strong totem.”

“May I see it?”

Mai’s eyes widened. “No, missus. The totem would lose its power over the spirit dingo.”

As the maid hadn’t heard the knock on the front door of Davinia’s home on Eaton Square, James opened it to find his in-laws, Caroline and Marcus, on the doorstep, both with inscrutable expressions. Their visit wasn’t altogether unexpected, but it was unwelcome. “Good morning,” he said rather flatly.

“It’s nothing of the sort,” Caroline snapped. Without waiting to be asked in, she pushed past her son-in-law. “This is not a social call, James. We have arrived home from Rhodesia to find that our daughter’s heart has been ripped out and trampled on, and we demand an explanation.”

James sighed. Caroline had always been histrionic. He was tempted to tell her she’d missed her calling on the stage, but the last thing he wanted was hysterics. Marcus followed his wife into the sitting room. As James closed the front door, he thought of Marcus as Caroline’s lackey. He was a true gentleman, and he had character, but his spine turned to mush whenever his wife snapped her bejewelled fingers.

Before joining his in-laws in the sitting room, James glanced up the stairs. Davinia was still in bed, and he hoped she wouldn’t be disturbed. Heaven knew she needed her rest. Since she refused medication, electric shock treatment, or a stay in St. Bernard’s, rest was all the doctor could prescribe for her melancholy. Henrietta appeared from the kitchen, flustered and wiping her hands on an apron. “Shall I bring tea, sir?”

“No, this won’t take long. Please see that we are not disturbed.”

James pushed the sitting room door closed. “Look, Caroline, Marcus, there’s no sense in arguing about what has transpired between Estella and me.”

Caroline was shocked by his callous lack of shame. “What transpired is you broke her heart by having an affair with her trollop of a cousin, Davinia.” James noticed that Caroline’s shrill voice and insult made Marcus wince, but he said nothing.

Caroline had wanted an explanation, but just the sight of James made her so angry, she felt like slapping his arrogant face. Instead, she turned away in tears of frustration. “Please don’t speak about Davinia that way,” James said, determined to remain calm. “After all, she is your niece.” She was Caroline’s niece by marriage, and James felt that Marcus should be defending his sister’s daughter. He wondered if it annoyed Anthea as much as it annoyed him that Marcus did not rule his own household.

James could easily have lost his temper. He had deep-seated resentments towards Marcus and Caroline. They had influential friends who could have been nudged in his direction when needing legal advice, but instead they had stuck with their old family solicitor, hinting that James wasn’t yet experienced enough and that making it on his own would build his character. Besides that, he’d always felt Caroline thought he wasn’t good enough for Estella. He tried to stay calm. Davinia would awaken if she heard an intense argument, and she was sure to be further upset if confronted by Caroline and Marcus’s hostility, even if they were her aunt and uncle.

Marcus went to his wife, placing his hands on her trembling shoulders. His face was flushed an unhealthy hue. “You promised to keep emotions out of this, Caroline, for Estella’s and the baby’s sake.”

“Baby!” James said. “What are you talking about?” Marcus turned to him. “Estella is expecting your child.”

James felt faint. “That’s the first I’ve heard of it.”

Caroline turned to him, her sherry brown eyes blazing with fury. She could see he was genuinely shocked. She knew he was two-faced; he’d proved that, but covering his emotions was beyond him. He followed his most basic of instincts-- carnality and greed. “I suppose she was too proud to tell you after finding out about Davinia.”

James tried to recall their last conversation. There hadn’t been any hint of a baby, although he did remember thinking that Estella had been more emotional than usual.

“I told Estella a child wouldn’t fit into the life I wanted. I was being honest.”

“How noble and hypocritical of you,” Caroline sneered. James ignored the snide remark. “Besides, I couldn’t afford to keep Estella, never mind a child. Financially, my circumstances have become unfavourable.”

Marcus had done some investigating and found out that James was indeed broke. In fact, he’d been thousands of pounds in debt until he sold off their home and possessions. He still wasn’t solvent, but Davinia’s money was keeping the wolves from the door.

“I’ve heard about your gambling, James. Someone in your position should have had more sense than to deal with loan sharks.”

James shrugged, thinking that some of his friends preferred the company of prostitutes to card players. At least he’d spared Estella syphilis.

“You lost everything and then went after Davinia for her money,” Caroline seethed. “I see your motives. You are a money-grubbing, vain, shallow excuse for a man, but what does Davinia want with you, James? You’re hardly a good catch. Her previous husbands may not have been handsome, but they were all wealthy.”

It was on the tip of James’s tongue to say, perhaps she finds me charming and witty, or a good lover, but he thought better of it. Since finding out that Davinia had been pregnant, and seeing her devastation at losing the child, he’d been doing some serious thinking. He’d come to the conclusion that she’d been interested in him for one reason, as a sire for her child. It was not a flattering assumption and deeply wounded his pride--what was left of it. Obviously, her first two husbands, Cecil Bryant and Geoffrey Marsh, were too old to father a child, or at least too old to father a child with any expediency. As for her third husband, Warwick Parkin, he had told her that his heart condition prevented any strenuous excursions in the bedroom. Davinia claimed, although she found it distasteful, that she had seduced him as often as possible until his heart gave way. James wasn’t certain of her perverse reasons, or even if it was a deliberate act to kill him, and didn’t want to know.

“We’re here to insist you do the honourable thing by Estella,” Marcus said.

James was horrified. “What are you suggesting?”

“That you break off your affair with Davinia, beg Estella’s forgiveness, and raise your child in a loving home.”

“That is out of the question. I’ve sent Estella divorce papers and have already promised to marry Davinia.”

“For pity’s sake, James, Estella is penniless,” Caroline cried.

“I’m sorry about that, but at least she can work. She has a degree in veterinary science.”

“You expect her to work, and raise a child alone?”

“She could have,” James flushed, knowing that if he’d been aware of the pregnancy, he would have suggested a termination. He had friends who were doctors; they’d helped him out on more than one occasion before he married Estella.

James looked up to see Marcus and Caroline glaring at him. “I’m sorry for her circumstances, but she didn’t consult me about having a child.”

“Well, now that you know, what are you going to do about it?” Marcus asked.

“I don’t even know where she is.”

“She’s in Australia.”

“Australia!” He’d thought she’d gone to the coast--Cornwall or Devon.

“That’s right. She’s gone to live in Kangaroo Crossing, an isolated speck on the map, surrounded by deserts. Is that where you want your child to come into the world?”

James was stunned. Estella had once made an offhand comment about her real father living somewhere in Australia. When he’d asked her about it, she’d claimed she knew nothing about him, only that her mother had been married to him briefly, and that they had no contact with him. “To be fair, I wasn’t consulted about the baby, or the move to Australia, so you can hardly dump all this on me.”

“You always were a spineless insect,” Caroline spat. “You and Davinia deserve each other.”

Marcus sighed in frustration. He’d made Caroline promise that their visit would be productive. They wanted to make James face his responsibilities, but Caroline couldn’t resist venting her rage. “Look, James, it’s time to stand up and be a man. You can’t desert Estella at a time like this. It isn’t right. You must do the decent thing and bring her back to England, where you can look after her.”

James saw all his dreams disappear in a wisp of smoke, and he felt resentful and angry. He’d come to enjoy the good life with Davinia. He certainly didn’t want to be renting a home he couldn’t afford, or fathering a child he hadn’t wanted. “I won’t do that, Marcus. I’ve promised to marry Davinia.”

“So, money means more to you than your wife and child,” Caroline said in utter disbelief.

James dropped his head. “Estella will soon be my ex-wife.”

“And your son or daughter? Don’t you care how he or she is raised?”

James turned away coldly.

Caroline stared at his back. She’d never met anyone so selfish. If she’d had a knife in her hand, she’d have been tempted to plant it right between his shoulder blades.

“Quite obviously Estella and the baby are better off without you,” she said. “I hope Davinia sees you for the leech you are, and that you end up in the gutter. It’s the only place fit for your kind.” Caroline stumbled from the room through a blur of tears.

Marcus paused. “You’ve turned out to be a bitter disappointment, James. Even in her present unfortunate circumstances, Estella is better off without you.”

James closed the door behind Caroline and Marcus and sighed with relief. He hoped never to see them again. He turned and jumped with a start. Davinia was standing between the stairs and the sitting room door, and she had a strange, haunted expression. He also noticed how dreadful she looked. Her hair was unkempt and her skin sallow. For the first time it occurred to him that she looked every day of her age.

“What are you doing up, darling?” he said. He hoped she hadn’t heard about the baby.

“My aunt and uncle have a very low opinion of you,” she snapped.

“Did you expect congratulations on our upcoming marriage?”

“I certainly didn’t anticipate finding out your wife is expecting a child.” James noticed how bitter Davinia sounded, and his heart began to hammer. “Soon to be ex-wife, and neither did I,” he said, going into the sitting room where he could still smell Caroline’s perfume.

Davinia followed him, slightly annoyed by how at home he was in her house. She didn’t like being taken for granted. “What are you going to do about the baby?”

“Nothing.”

“You can’t leave it in Australia. You heard what Aunt Caroline said. It’s a terrible place.”

“I’m beginning a new life--with you, darling. I’m sure you wouldn’t want me having ties to the past.”

“I know a fellow gold-digger when I see one, James.”

His eyes widened. “Davinia, that’s an unkind thing to say. I love you.”

“You love my money, just like I loved Geoffrey’s, Cecil’s, and Warwick’s. But there’s a bigger prize to be had, James.”

James was rather naively surprised to see Davinia stripped of her charm and grace. “What do you mean?”

“My stepfather, Giles, has a diseased liver. He can’t have more than a few years left, and he has no heir. Don’t you understand, James? I want a baby, and Giles wants an heir. He never had a son, but a step-grandson would do nicely.”

James couldn’t imagine living the high life with a baby in tow. “What are you saying?”

“Claim your child, and we’ll raise it.”

He was mortified. “You can’t expect me to go to Australia and take the baby from Estella.”

“That’s exactly what I expect, and you’d be doing your child a favour if what Aunt Caroline says is true.”

“What do I want with a child?” James blurted without thinking. He’d actually been relieved to find out that Davinia couldn’t have any more children.

“I want a baby, and I want to get my hands on the Farthingworth fortune before Giles makes a will, leaving every penny to some orphanage. If you don’t go and get the baby, I won’t marry you, and you won’t get a penny of my money.”

James was absolutely stunned by her blatant admission and ruthless attitude. Beside her, he felt like an amateur. “What if the baby is a girl?”

“I don’t care, as long as I have the chance to raise a child. Giles would see her well taken care of, especially if she loves her grandpa. And we, as custodians, would be well provided for, too.” Davinia’s eyes had been glinting with cunning, but she suddenly dissolved into tears, as she had every day since losing her own baby. James was completely baffled by her mood swings.

“I want a child, James,” she sobbed. “If I can’t have my own, I’ll have yours.”

He took her in his arms. “There, there, darling,” he soothed, wondering how his life had become so complicated. 


CHAPTER 17

Hearing the fly streamers rustle in the doorway, Phyllis looked up from sorting and pricing stock, and smiled. “Estella! How nice to see you.”

“Hello, Phyllis,” Estella replied, still surprised at her enthusiasm for the friendship.

“Mind your step, won’t you? We had a delivery this morning, and it’s all over the place.”

Estella carefully worked her away around boxes, sacks, farming implements, bolts of cloth, and napery. “I won’t keep you a minute, Phyllis. Is Marty handy? I need to speak to him about Stargazer.”

“Yes, Dad’s here, somewhere.” Phyllis stood on her tiptoes and looked towards the rows of shelves at the rear of the store. “Are you there, Dad?” she called.

“I’m down here.” Marty’s head popped up behind a shelf where he’d been weighing rice, flour, and sugar, and putting them on the shelf in one-pound bags. “Good afternoon, Estella.” He glanced at his watch to make sure it was after noon, and was astonished to see it had gone two o’clock. He’d been so busy that he’d forgotten to have lunch and obviously Phyllis hadn’t noticed the time, either. It was always the same when they received a large monthly delivery.

When he stepped out into the aisle, Estella thought she saw a flicker of anxiety cross Marty’s face, as if he were expecting bad news.

“I just wanted to tell you I plan on moving Stargazer over to my stables later this afternoon, Marty. He’s ready.” Marty looked stunned. Obviously, he wasn’t ready to let Stargazer go, even though he had been warned days ago of her intention. “Is it really necessary to move him, Estella? He’s making progress here.”

“I know, but I prefer to have him begin work on flat ground to further build his confidence. He still won’t walk down the incline in his yard unless I’m leading him, even though he knows it causes him no discomfort. His behaviour is just habitual, but it’s holding him back.” She didn’t like to point out that Marty’s fear of change was something else that had held Stargazer back, and it wasn’t beneficial to Marty, either. When Marty still didn’t reply, and stood looking as if he were about to object to the idea, Phyllis spoke up. “Estella seems to know what’s best for Stargazer at the moment, Dad,” she urged.

Marty gave her a look that suggested he was annoyed with her interference.

“You can come over every day, Marty,” Estella added. “In fact, it would be good for Stargazer.” As long as the visit is brief and you don’t interfere.

“Do you think so?”

It was obvious that change made Marty feel unsettled. Estella was more convinced than ever that losing his wife had affected the way he’d reacted to Stargazer’s injury. “He’s very attached to you, and we can’t have him thinking he’s been abandoned.”

Marty nodded, but looked down at his feet. “I’ll bring his feed over.”

“Thank you. That would be a great help.”

Without looking at her again, Marty turned back to the task at hand.

His dejection broke Estella’s heart. She wanted to reach out to him somehow, to make him feel everything would be all right. “Would you like to walk him over after I’ve groomed and massaged him?”

“No,” Marty snapped, his features panic-stricken. “I have a lot to do here.” Estella didn’t understand him. It seemed that he couldn’t bear to part with the horse, but at the same time, he couldn’t work with him.

“You look tired, Estella,” Phyllis said. “Didn’t you sleep well?”

“No, I had a bad night.” Estella thought Phyllis had a strange look in her eyes, as if she were suspicious about something. “I’ve just had a nap, but I still feel drowsy. It’s the heat.”

“Don’t overdo it until you’ve adjusted,” Phyllis said, breaking into a smile that left Estella feeling that her unease was unwarranted. “The heat takes some getting used to.”

Estella smiled wanly. “I’ll remember that.”

Estella spent a couple of hours grooming and massaging Stargazer in preparation for the move. His condition overall had improved, but he still had a long way to go before he looked fit and healthy enough to compete in a race. The next couple of weeks included intensive therapy and a lot of hard work.

As she worked on Stargazer, Estella felt drained, so she took her time. She was determined not to push herself or become overtired, for the baby’s sake. Dan had warned her that if she began having contractions again, Kylie’s remedy might not work a second time, and she knew the only chance the baby had was to make it to full term. Finally, she’d done all she had to. “Well, boy. Are you ready for the move?”

Stargazer pushed her with his nose, and she laughed. It seemed the better he felt, the more his personality was revealed, and he was turning out to be quite a character. The previous evening he had pulled her hat off and dropped it on the ground, and more than once he’d picked up one of his brushes and dropped it over the fence.

Attaching a lead to Stargazer’s halter, Estella opened the gate to the yard and led him out. “Here we go, boy,” she said, rubbing his nose affectionately. “You are going to new surroundings for a while.” The horse pricked his ears, lifted his head, and looked around. He hadn’t been out of his yard for nearly a year, so Estella understood his reluctance. “Ready?” she said, trying to move him forward. For a moment he seemed unsure. “It’ll be all right,” Estella whispered. “You’re on the road to recovery, and I’ll be with you all the way.”

As Estella led Stargazer out onto the main street, which was deserted and eerily silent, she tried to imagine crowds of cheering revellers and horses thundering down the track, sending up clouds of dust in their dash for the finish line. She glanced at Stargazer as he trudged beside her, his head hanging, his tail swatting flies. It was almost impossible to imagine him leading the race, strong and proud, the hero of Kangaroo Crossing. Even though she hadn’t known him at his best, his injury had led to his fall from grace in the eyes of the townsfolk, which was very sad.

The sun’s rays beat down on Estella and Stargazer as they walked along the street. The only sounds to break the silence were his hooves thudding in the dust and the ever-present buzzing of flies. Estella looked up and saw Charlie come out of the pub, followed by several men. She glanced over her shoulder and saw Phyllis step outside the store, while Marty hovered in the doorway. Marjorie and Francis Waitman were standing outside the post office. Up ahead, Betty and Kev came out of the hospital, followed by Kylie, who waved. Estella tentatively waved back, painfully aware of the appraising glares from the men outside the pub. The only one smiling was Charlie. The others were just curious, which made her feel as much a freak as Stargazer. She thought she saw a hint of sympathy in one or two of their faces, but that was probably wishful thinking on her part. For the most part they bore expressions of hostility and scepticism. She was proud of what she had achieved with Stargazer, but sadly she was all too aware that he was still a shadow of his former self.

“We’ll show them,” she whispered. “In a couple of weeks, you’ll look like the champion you once were.” Estella lifted her head, buoyed by determination. Marty, Charlie, and Murphy agreed that she had already achieved miracles with Stargazer, but no one was willing to believe he could ever win the picnic races again. Estella wanted him to regain his title as champion because she knew how much it meant to Marty. But deep down she knew she wanted it for herself, too. She needed to prove to everyone that she was qualified to replace Ross Cooper, the father she had never known. But mostly, she needed to prove it to her herself.

Just before she had to turn off the main street to cross to her house, Estella impulsively stopped and swung Stargazer around to face his critics in a display of defiance. As if knowing he was on show, Stargazer lifted his head and looked back down the street. His ears pricked up, and his brown eyes were fixed on something in the distance. She heard mumbles from outside the hotel, but was sure Stargazer was listening, remembering another time. The racetrack was situated at the southeast end of town. It was on a clay pan alongside the sand dunes. Estella imagined Stargazer could hear the echoes of people shouting his name and the thunderous applause when he crossed the finishing line. She wondered if he knew that her ambition for him included winning the race again. As they turned to go, she smiled up at him. “You do know, don’t you, boy?” she said.

The next three weeks passed quickly. Every morning, Estella rose with the sun. After Stargazer had been fed by Marty, who always hurried away, she groomed and massaged him. Most mornings, if she were around, Mai watched her, and sometimes Binnie helped rake up the yard and clean his feed and water troughs. In those quiet times spent together, the three became quite close. Estella taught Mai some English, and Mai and Binnie taught her some Aboriginal words, often dissolving into a fit of giggles at Estella’s pronunciation.

Estella often went for long walks with Mai and Binnie, sometimes taking Stargazer. The dingo usually followed them. Mai had come to accept his company, feeling safe with her protective totem tied to her waist, which she never let out of her sight. Estella had begun feeding the dingo, so he came close to the house. At first Stargazer had chased him away from his yard, but one evening curiosity got the better of both of them, and Estella witnessed them sniffing each other. Stargazer snorted, and the dingo jumped backwards, but it became a game. After that they seemed to tolerate each other’s company. Estella had even seen the dingo lying in the shade of Stargazer’s stall while the horse stood nearby.

One morning Estella came outside to see Marty in Stargazer’s yard. She was surprised he hadn’t hurried away, and at first thought something was wrong, until she noticed that his expression was one of wonder. “He looks good, doesn’t he?” she said, as she laid out Stargazer’s brushes and currycombs. The sun was glinting on his chestnut coat, which gleamed with health. Estella hardly expected Marty to agree, as no matter what she’d said in the past, he hadn’t been able to accept Stargazer’s progress, but, surprisingly, he nodded.

“He looks like his old self,” he admitted, as if it were the first time he had stopped to actually notice the change. “You’ve done a wonderful job, Estella.”

She smiled with pleasure. “Thank you, Marty. You’ve no idea how much it means to me to hear you say that.”

“Credit should be given where it’s due.”

“Stargazer is ready to begin training,” she said, watching Marty’s reaction closely. A week after moving the horse to her stables, and with Dan Dugan’s hesitant consent, Estella had begun exercising Stargazer. Marty always fed him in the mornings, but didn’t return until the following morning, so after grooming and massaging him, Estella saddled him up and took him out, heading in the opposite direction from the town so she wouldn’t be seen. At first, she’d only walked him, but she had gradually picked up the pace.

“If you are entering him in the race, it’s time he started some serious track work. He’s in good enough condition now,” she told Marty. With all the massaging she’d been doing and the exercise, Stargazer’s muscles were supple and strong. She also wanted to relinquish the role as his exerciser for the baby’s sake.

Marty didn’t say anything. He seemed to be deep in thought.

“If you don’t want to enter him in the race, Marty, that’s all right. I’ve come to realise that the race really isn’t that important. It had been a goal, something to aim for, but if I were being honest, I just wanted to impress the people of Kangaroo Crossing by showing them that I could take a broken-down horse and make him a champion again. That was wrong, and I’m ashamed to admit, just vanity on my part. My real satisfaction comes from seeing Stargazer well and happy again, and I know you feel the same.”

“I told you in the beginning that I would be content to see him looking good and feeling well again.”

“I remember.”

Marty looked at her. “To be honest, Estella, I never thought you’d do it. It broke my heart, but I didn’t think he’d ever be right again.” He looked at the horse, a pained expression on his face. “I know I was part of the problem, and for that I’m embarrassed. You have to understand that I couldn’t take losing Myrtle and Stargazer, and I was so afraid that I’d have to have him destroyed. Doing nothing was wrong, but I couldn’t face my fears.”

“I know, Marty, but he’s well now and that’s all that matters.”

“He looks wonderful, and I owe it all to you. I’ll never be able to truly show my appreciation for what you’ve done.”

“There’s no need. My reward is seeing him well.”

“It’s a pity Myrtle can’t see him.”

Estella put her hand on his arm. “She’s probably smiling down on us right now.”

Marty’s face broke into a sad smile, and he put his hand over hers. “I hope so.”

Estella felt him tremble and knew he was choked with emotion.

“You know,” he said, brightening. “Stargazer looks good enough to win the Grand National, so why not the Kangaroo Crossing picnic races?”

Estella was startled, and just a little worried about Marty’s state of mind. “It’s possible, of course, but he’s older now, Marty, and there are probably some good horses out on the stations ….”

“What are you trying to say, Estella?”

“I just don’t want you to get your hopes too high. Racing is a funny game.”

“Where did this sudden lack of faith come from?”

“It’s not a lack of faith, Marty. I’m sure Stargazer will do well, but if he doesn’t, you’ll be disappointed.”

“He’ll win, Estella,” Marty said confidently. “Stargazer always led the field. There wasn’t a horse for hundreds of miles that could catch him.” He looked at his horse, admiration lighting his face. “And what a lift the town will get.”

Estella’s concern began to grow. It was one thing for Marty to be disappointed, but the whole town? “What do you mean by that?”

“Everyone in town will wager on him, and he probably won’t be the favourite this year, which means the odds will be good.” He rubbed his hands together in anticipation.

Estella’s heart sank. “Are you saying there’ll be bookies in town?”

“You betcha. Lots of them. Save up what you can, and put it all on this fella.”

“Marty, I don’t think it’s wise to get everyone’s hopes up. Wait and see how Stargazer’s training goes.”

“I’ll begin tomorrow,” he said excitedly. “See you at dawn.” Estella watched him hurry away with a distinct spring in his step that she’d never seen before. She cursed her foolish optimism and naïveté. It was her own fault that Marty firmly believed Stargazer was going to win the cup; she’d told him often enough that she’d have the horse back in prime condition. Now it wouldn’t be enough for Stargazer to compete, or even get a place in the race. The whole town would be expecting him to win.

Dr. Dan called every day to see Estella. He was relieved that she wasn’t having any more problems with her pregnancy, but they were both aware that his visits were causing speculation. “You can’t stop people gossiping in small towns,” he said when Estella commented on the persistent hints at a relationship. If he were honest with himself, he was becoming very fond of her, but not only did he feel unworthy of her, he sensed she wasn’t ready for a relationship. “You are still working too hard,” he told her. “But at least you are eating well.” He could see she had gained a little weight.

“I’m very pleased with Stargazer’s progress,” she said. “And I’ve had another customer, which is a good sign. I was called upon to help with the delivery of a litter of pups yesterday.”

“I heard.”

Estella rolled her eyes. “Why am I not surprised?”

“It was Wally and Connie’s bitch, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, the poor thing had thirteen pups. She was exhausted after delivering six by herself and couldn’t go on, so Connie came over to ask for my help. She was frantic because she thought Sheeba was going to die. Actually, she was right to be concerned. A pup was stuck in the birth canal, so if I hadn’t given her a caesarean, she wouldn’t have made it.” Estella had asked Wally to carry the dog back to her surgery, where she had nervously performed her first operation. Thankfully, it went without a hitch.

“I don’t know what Wally and Connie are going to do with all those pups. It will be hard to find homes for so many,” she said.

“Don’t worry about that. Sheeba is a pet now, but when they had a station, she was their best working dog. She’s pure Kelpie, so her pups will make good cattle dogs. Wags won’t have any trouble selling them to the station owners for a nice little profit.”

Estella suddenly didn’t feel so guilty for accepting the small fee that Connie had insisted she take. She’d felt guilty in the first place because she knew feeding the pups until they could be sold was going to cost a small fortune.

“Everyone’s talking about Stargazer,” Dan said as he stepped out the back door and looked at the horse in his yard.

“I know. If he doesn’t win this race, they’ll run me out of town.”

Dan laughed. “It’s been great for them to have something else to think about apart from the drought.”

Estella hadn’t thought of that. She’d come to think of their interest in the horse as unhealthy. Nearly everyone in town turned out at dawn each morning to watch Marty train Stargazer, most armed with watches to time him, and with notepaper. And the interest didn’t end with the townsfolk. Charlie had told her that the radio channels had become congested as the buzz about Stargazer’s grand return to racing had spread for hundreds of miles. Station hands, shearers, and stockmen, even entire families, had made special trips to town just to see him. Charlie had told her a radio station in Victoria had rung him to find out the details. As far as Estella was concerned, the race was beginning to feel like a burden. She was looking forward to the day it was over, as the suspense was beginning to get to her.

“You look tired, Dan,” Estella said. “Have you been busy?”

“Yes, I’ve had a lot of patients in the last week or so.” He didn’t have to say they were mostly Aboriginal, as more than ninety percent of the people coming and going at the hospital were from passing clans.

“Do Aboriginals suffer from any specific medical problems?”

“Trachoma, a common form of conjunctivitis, is common, and they often get digestive upsets from eating sour fruits or rancid meat. Tooth decay isn’t a problem, but coarse gritty foods wear their teeth down to the nerves. Diabetes, heart trouble, ear infections, and syphilis are some of the other illnesses they are prone to. This week I’ve had five patients with burns. They sleep by the fire at night and roll into the coals, or pieces of log or sparks fly out and burn them. They often suffer from headaches, too. The usual cause is strong sunshine and certain foods, but I can’t deny alcohol often plays a part.”

“I worry about Mai when she drinks, although she hasn’t been doing it so much lately. Most evenings I go for a walk with her in the bush. It keeps her occupied, and she teaches me about plants and their medicinal benefits, which I’m finding fascinating.”

“Aboriginals have remedies for everything, but they often come to the hospital, start a treatment, and then go walkabout before finishing it.”

“So they end up using their own remedy?”

“Sometimes. Other times they return to me when infection has set in, and we have to start again.”

“It must be frustrating. I’ve noticed they have lots of emaciated dogs trailing after them, and some of them don’t look very healthy. One or two have wounds, probably from fighting amongst themselves for food, and they’re lousy with fleas. I’ve tried to talk to them about the animals needing better care, but they completely ignore me or look at me like I’m speaking Chinese.”

“The dogs have to survive as best they can on what they can scrounge around the campfire--that’s why they’re so thin. Their condition is certainly not a priority. Don’t get upset by what you see, Estella. I do what I can and don’t worry about what I can’t do, and you must do the same if you don’t want to lose your mind.”

As the race drew closer, the interest in Stargazer grew out of control. Most evenings, Estella came out of her back door to find Marty and a group of men standing around Stargazer’s yard, discussing his time trials and condition. Part of her was pleased to see how excited Marty was, and Stargazer seemed to revel in the attention now that he was used to people again. But as race day loomed, Estella became more apprehensive about his chances. It was one thing to claim he could win, but in reality, anything could happen.

In search of peace of mind, Estella went for walks with Mai and Binnie, and ‘papa-mumoo’. She wasn’t convinced the dingo had any ‘devil’ in him, but she had to let Mai come to terms with her theories by herself. Charlie had told her that Aboriginals believed that spirits or persons practicing sorcery caused serious illness and even death. Even trivial illnesses or accidents such as falling from a tree were often thought to have occurred because of someone wishing evil upon them. “At such times, they call upon the kurdaitcha man to identify the culprit,” Charlie said. “Aboriginals believe he’s a man of great wisdom and immense power.”

“Does this kurdaitcha man ever come to town?” Estella asked Charlie. She would have liked to meet someone that the Aboriginals thought of so highly.

“Not unless something important brings him in. He’s very tribal and keeps away from white people, but he’s the supreme authority on anything spiritual. Only a kurdaitcha man can state the cause of death or illness of a clam member, and only he can perform sacred rites to save them from evil spirits.”

Estella told Charlie about Mai’s feelings towards the dingo.

“Mai might call the kurdaitcha man to deal with the dingo,” Charlie said.

“He won’t kill it, will he?” Estella asked in alarm. “It’s unjust to kill an animal because of superstition.”

Charlie shrugged. “Their superstitions are too strong for you to change them, Estella, and they would never go against the kurdaitcha man.”

“I’ll just have to convince Mai that the dingo is harmless, and not possessed with Ross’s spirit.”

As Estella walked with Mai and Binnie in the evenings, Mai showed her how the Aboriginal people survived in the bush. In the sand-hills she went to a small shrub with velvety leaves. It had purple flowers and a fruit that, upon closer inspection, looked like dried raisins. Mai picked some and encouraged Estella to taste them. “Dun-yo,” she said, demonstrating ‘eat’. Mai put some ‘bush raisins’ in her mouth, and so did Estella. She found they tasted pleasant. At the base of a Mulga tree, Mai began digging, using a stick. In a few minutes she had located an ant nest. Estella could see they were honey ants. “Tjala,” Mai said. “Try ’em.” Estella crinkled her nose as Mai captured an ant and held its head and legs and ate the abdomen. Eating something alive seemed barbaric and unappealing, especially when it might bite back, but she could smell the enticing burst of sweet honey. With the practised art of an expert, Binnie picked up the ants and ate them, so Estella had to try, or she’d be forever considered a coward. She thought they had a bitter lemon and honey taste. “Make ’em good tea,” Mai said, grinning. She also pointed out an emu bush and indicated that the leaves could be used medicinally for chest infections. “Cook ’em and mix with kangaroo fat,” she said, indicating that the paste was rubbed on the chest. Estella was fascinated. Every evening she learnt about different bushes and their uses as either food or medicines--which ones cured colds and which ones healed sores and scabs.

Two weeks after her first letter from Aunt Flo, Estella received another kind and supportive letter from her aunt, but this time divorce papers accompanied it. Although she’d been expecting the papers, she shoved them in a drawer, determined not to look at them again until she felt able to deal with them. More than a week later, she decided there was no use avoiding what had to be done, and pulled them out and signed them. Although it was dark outside, she went for a walk. The dingo trailed after her, and Stargazer watched from his stable. When she’d gone a hundred yards into the scrub behind the house, she burst into tears, the release of emotion like a stop-valve opening. “You all right, missus?”

Startled, Estella turned. She hadn’t heard Mai approach, but she was standing behind her. “Yes, Mai. Just a little sad.” She blew her nose and took a deep breath. In the back of her mind she reminded herself that she wasn’t supposed to get upset, but despite her emotional breakdown, she actually felt better than she had since leaving England. She wanted to talk, but didn’t know how to explain her complex feelings to Mai. Mai gazed at her, her dark eyes shining in the darkness as she asked, “You lonely for your man, missus?”

Estella was startled again. “I miss the life we once had together, Mai, but it’s gone. Forever.” She hadn’t realised that letting go was going to be so hard, even after all James had put her through.

Mai nodded. “He bad fella, missus?”

Estella wasn’t sure whether it was a question or statement, but lately she’d come to see that Mai possessed an inner wisdom. “He was no good, Mai. He left me for another woman.”

“You cut off his boom-be-ra,” Mai said.

Estella gasped, her eyes widening, but she couldn’t help laughing. The Aboriginal woman smiled in the darkness, giving Estella a glimpse of white teeth. “You and your baby will be all right, missus. You strong lady.”

Estella was astonished. “How did you know about the baby? Did Kylie tell you?”

“No, missus.” She smiled again and then turned back to her camp, where Binnie was sleeping. She was ever mindful not to forget the dingo.

For several moments Estella stood alone, watching Mai get swallowed up by the darkness. It didn’t make sense, but she believed her when she said that Kylie hadn’t told her about the baby. She trusted Kylie, and Mai amazed her more each day. She thought about their first meeting, when Estella had thought that Mai was slightly crazy. She couldn’t have been more wrong, and was beginning to see what her father saw in the Aboriginal folk. They had wisdom that Europeans could never hope to understand. They were one with the land. In a desert where a white man saw nothing but waste, they saw beauty and an abundance of food and water.

In the past three weeks, Charlie had received several phone calls from England. The first was from a very flustered Flo, upset because Caroline and Marcus had told James about the baby. The other calls were from Caroline Wordsworth. When she’d demanded he bring Estella to the phone, he had told her they had a bad connection and hung up. When she called back, accusing him of putting her off, they had argued. She’d threatened him with legal action, at which he’d laughed, and still adamantly refused to bring Estella to the phone or pass on any messages. Estella had confided in him about her near miscarriage, so Charlie had told Caroline that her condition was delicate. When Caroline had said it might be better if she lost the baby, since the child’s father had refused to support her, Charlie lost his cool and hung up on her again.

A week later, Caroline had called again and promised she wouldn’t upset Estella if she could talk to her. Caroline claimed that she only wanted to convince Estella to come home, where she could be looked after. Charlie had become very fond of Estella, and the whole town was buzzing with what she had achieved with Stargazer. They had even cautiously given her their approval. Charlie saw no benefit to her returning to England, and from what Florence had told him, it was not a possibility as far as Estella was concerned.

Florence had been very angry when she found out that Caroline and Marcus had visited James and told him about the baby. Flo blamed herself for telling Caroline and made Charlie promise not to tell Estella that James knew about the pregnancy, as she’d certainly be upset. She prayed that James wouldn’t try to contact her, but after what Caroline had said, it seemed unlikely. He’d insisted he wanted to marry Davinia and had callously shown no interest in the child. Charlie had promised Florence he’d do all in his power to protect Estella, and if that meant fielding phone calls from her mother, a woman he’d never really liked, that was what he’d do.

In her last conversation with Charlie, Caroline had threatened to come out to Kangaroo Crossing to retrieve Estella.

“That would be a mistake,” Charlie had said with just a hint of malevolence. “No one in this town has forgotten how you abandoned Ross,” he added.

His tone sent Caroline a chilling message. “And don’t even think about writing, Caroline,” Charlie added. “Marjorie Waitman is still the postmistress, and she has a long memory.”

“She can’t tamper with Her Majesty’s mail,” Caroline said. “That’s a criminal offence.”

“I never said she’d tamper with the mail, Caroline, but the mail service is not very reliable out here. Sometimes letters get lost.”

Caroline was more frustrated than she’d ever been in her life. “Estella won’t stay in that backward hillbilly town. She’s too cultured.”

“On the contrary, Caroline, Estella is her father’s daughter. She’s got gumption and a backbone, things her mother lacked.”

Charlie hung up the phone and gulped a pint of beer. He’d never felt so much satisfaction. 


CHAPTER 18

Estella was heading for the hotel to see Charlie when she heard someone call her name. It was Annie Hall. She was standing in the shade at the end of the hotel veranda with her two young boys. “Annie! How nice to see you again,” Estella said, joining her.

“You look well,” Annie said, noticing Estella’s face was fuller than the first time they met. Estella couldn’t return the compliment. Annie’s already slight frame had shrunk further, and she had dark circles around her eyes. “I really enjoyed the lamb stew I made with the ingredients you gave me, Annie. Thank you again.”

Annie’s dry lips moved in the merest suggestion of a smile. “My vegetable garden was never abundant, but it’s downright miserable now. Our rain water supply is so low that we have to recycle the water many times. By the time it’s washed us several times--our clothes, the floors, and anything else that needs doing--it’s not much use to the garden.”

“You have a bore, don’t you?” Estella asked, remembering a glimpse of a windmill near the stockyards.

“Yes, the cattle can survive on bore water, but ours has a bit too much sulphur in it for us to drink, or for the vegetable garden.” Looking down at the boys beside her, she said, “You haven’t met my tearaways, Phillip and Christopher, have you?” She pulled their hats off.

The boys’ sweaty hair was the same colour as the distant sand hills, and their freckled, sunburnt noses were peeling. The identical shirts they were wearing, which were hanging out of their short grey pants, were faded and on the small side. Their boots and hats were scuffed and dusty.

“They were doing their school lessons when I was out on Langana,” Estella said. “Hello, Christopher, Phillip.” The boys took their hats back from their mother and plunked them on their heads as if they felt naked without them. Tipping their chins up, they squinted at Estella from under broad brims and smiled shyly. The youngest had a front tooth missing, and the older boy had a mouthful of crooked teeth. Thinking of the fun they could be having back home on Langana, chasing goannas or roos with their slingshots, they looked as bored as they felt. “Is Marlee in town with you?” Estella asked.

Annie’s smile evaporated like morning dew under the Australian sun. “No. She’s looking after things at home.” Estella guessed she meant that Marlee was looking after her father.

“Can we get an ice cream now, Mom? Pleeease,” Phillip whined.

Annie looked thoroughly exasperated. Estella had the impression that her sons had been badgering her for some time. Under normal circumstances, she imagined Annie would probably have taken it all in her stride, but the situation of late had been anything but ordinary, and the strain was quite obviously taking its toll. She finally understood why Teddy had been so desperate to protect his wife. “All right,” Annie snapped, “but come straight back, ya hear?” She dug into her purse for a coin.

Phillip and Christopher both snatched at the coin, knocking it from their mother’s hand. It rolled off the veranda into the dust. The boys gave chase while Annie scolded them, but her admonitions fell on deaf ears. Whooping with delight, Christopher ran off in the direction of the General Store, holding the coin aloft with Phillip pursuing. Annie watched, shaking her head. She went to call out, but sighed with weariness.

“Are you waiting for someone?” Estella asked, wondering whether she should offer Annie a cup of tea and a shoulder to lean on before she collapsed.

“Yes, my brother, Reg. He’s gone into the hotel to buy a couple of bottles of beer to take home for Teddy, but I may drink them myself before we get back.” Annie suddenly looked embarrassed, like she wasn’t really comfortable revealing her frailties. Estella was barely able to comprehend the strain Annie lived under, but she still sympathised. “How is Teddy?” Annie’s eyes welled with tears, but she valiantly fought to control her emotions. “He wasn’t well today, so he couldn’t come into town with us.”

Estella reached out and squeezed her arm. “Things can only get better, Annie,” she whispered.

“Think so? I can’t see it myself.” Annie looked off into the distance, at a heat shimmer on the clay pans. “Some days Teddy seems fine, but other days the fever keeps him flat on his back.”

“It will probably come and go for the next few months.”

“That’s what Dr. Dan says.” Annie didn’t mind nursing Teddy--it came natural--but she wasn’t sure she could cope with his depression for much longer. She’d tried to stay positive, but with Teddy’s illness and the devastating effects of the drought which confronted her every day, it was getting harder and harder.

“What is the situation with your cattle?”

“We’ve lost a few more calves, but Reg is keeping the herd isolated. So far, the Brucellosis hasn’t spread to any cattle on bordering stations, and none of the dogs seem off-colour. That’s something to be grateful for. Heaven knows there’s not much else.”

Estella nodded. It wasn’t much consolation for Annie and Teddy, but at least the Brucellosis wasn’t an added burden that the other station owners had to contend with. “I can’t thank you enough for coming out to see us,” Annie said. “We wouldn’t have been very popular if the Brucellosis had spread, and God knows Teddy was in denial. This drought has caused enough problems for everyone.”

“I just wish I could have done more.”

“You can’t make it rain, can you? Without rain, there’s no feed. With no feed, we’re destined to lose our cattle. If that happens, we’ll lose the station. I know I shouldn’t moan, as there are so many in the same position, but somehow that doesn’t make it any easier.”

“I’m so sorry, Annie.”

“It doesn’t seem right when stations in other parts of Australia have an abundance of feed. My brother lives in the southeast of South Australia, and he’s got a surplus this year.”

“Tell him to send some up,” Estella said, half joking.

“I wish he could,” Annie said, her tone giving way to desperation. “I’m always saying it’s a pity it can’t be shared around.”

Reg came out of the hotel. “Hello, Estella,” he smiled broadly. He’d been thinking about her a lot since she was out on Langana and had been hoping he’d see her at the pre-race dance.

Estella’s greeting was drowned out by two excited boys who had returned with ice cream that was rapidly melting in the afternoon heat.

“I hear you’ve done a wonderful job with Stargazer,” Reg said. “I’m putting my money on him in the cup.”

“Isn’t everyone?” Annie said, taking her restless sons by the hand and grimacing as ice cream dripped down their shirts. “At least he’s a sure thing.”

When Phillip dropped his ice cream in the dust and started whining again, Estella thought Annie was going to burst into tears. “We’d better go, Reg,” she said between clenched teeth. “I don’t like leaving Marlee too long. Goodbye, Estella. We’ll probably see you on race day.”

Estella nodded, her spirits plummeting.

“See you at the dance,” Reg called meaningfully. Estella didn’t reply. She wasn’t sure she was going to the dance. It depressed her to know that someone like Annie had precious little money to spare without losing it on a horse race. And if Stargazer didn’t win the cup, the meagre respect she’d gained would be gone. She’d be no more welcome in Kangaroo Crossing than another drought.

“Hello, Estella,” Charlie called when she came into the pub. The men at the bar turned and cheered.

Estella flushed with embarrassment. They’d gone from treating her with contempt to hailing her a hero. It was too much of a burden to bear. She wanted to declare, I’m just a vet, doing my job, not a miracle worker. Instead, she bowed her head.

“How’s Stargazer coming along?” Barney Everett asked.

Estella looked up and answered in a small voice. “He’s doing much better.”

“That’s an understatement,” another man said. “According to Marty, he did a mile in one minute, forty seconds today. That’s a record time for our track.”

“He didn’t tell us that,” Charlie said excitedly.

Estella felt a mixture of pride and despair, and scowled at Charlie. She didn’t want him getting caught up in the tidal wave of emotion about Stargazer, but it seemed she was too late.

“I have a mare that has come up a bit lame,” a man farther along the bar said. “Perhaps you could have a look at her?”

“I’d be happy to,” Estella said, pleased to be offered the work.

“Want to enter her in next year’s cup, Cyril?” someone shouted.

“I just might,” he called back. Turning to Estella he said, “There’s no hurry--after the race will do. You concentrate on Stargazer. We can’t have our champion neglected.”

Mumbles of approval could be heard before the men cheered again, and Charlie joined them.

Estella couldn’t stand it any longer. She held up her hands to silence the men. “Look, I’m very pleased that the treatment I’ve done on Stargazer has worked, but any one of the entrants in the Kangaroo Crossing Cup could win. I’m sure they’re all good horses.”

The men looked stunned, and then suddenly one of them grinned. “Keep talking like that when the bookies get here, Estella. With you being a vet an’ all, the odds will go in our favour, and we’ll stand to make a bundle.”

The men cheered again.

Estella could see how much the townsfolk’s spirits had lifted by having Stargazer back to his old self--and they certainly believed in him. It was obvious she wouldn’t be able to convince them that any other horse had just as much chance of winning the cup. She was beginning to wonder if she should even try. They were happy and had something to look forward to for the first time since the drought began. Perhaps that was a miracle in itself. Unfortunately, it didn’t stop her worrying about what would happen if Stargazer didn’t win the cup, as she was sure she’d take the blame.

Estella gestured for Charlie to follow her over to the quiet end of the bar.

Barney Everett followed them and slapped some coins down in front of Charlie. “Buy the lady a drink on us,” he said to the cheers of the other patrons.

“That isn’t necessary,” Estella protested, but Barney insisted.

“We know you went out to Langana Downs and told Reg and Annie to keep their herd isolated from ours, which at the very least, saved our calves,” he said. “For that we’re grateful. It’s just a pity nothing can save them from the drought.” He returned to his drink.

Estella looked at Charlie. He knew she was relieved to have won over the station owners, but he thought she had something else on her mind. “What’ll you have?” he said.

“A lemonade, please,” Estella replied.

“Stargazer has been good for business,” Charlie added, pouring her drink. “I’m just waiting for Murphy to return from Quilpie.”

“Quilpie?”

“It’s a Queensland town, east of here. He’s flown there to pick up an extra supply of beer, but I’m thinking he might have to make several trips before the race.”

“How many people are you expecting in town?”

“A couple of hundred at least, but probably more. Stargazer’s attracted a lot of interest.” Charlie could see that his niece didn’t look as elated as the rest of the town. “What are you worryin’ about, Estella?”

“This race,” she hissed. “If Stargazer doesn’t win, I’m going to be the most unpopular person in Australia.”

“He’s a sure thing,” he said flippantly.

“There is no ‘sure thing’ in racing, Charlie. You know that.”

“He’d have to fall down and break a leg for him not to win. Trust me.”

Estella groaned. “Don’t say that,” she murmured. “I don’t want to be in the position of having to destroy the town champion. They’d bury me along with him.”

“It won’t happen.”

Estella covered her face with her hands for a moment and then took a deep breath. She didn’t want to think about the race anymore. “I’ve just spoken to Annie Hall, and something she said has got me thinking.”

“What’s that?”

“Apparently the farmers in South Australia’s south-east have an abundance of feed this year ….”

Charlie shook his head incredulously. “Tell them to send some up here,” he said half-heartedly.

“That’s what we should do, but how do we go about it?”

Charlie looked momentarily stunned. He leant over the bar and whispered, “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

“Yes. If they’re willing to donate it to the farmers up here, there must be some way to get it here.”

Charlie scratched his head, and, not for the first time, Estella wished he’d comb his hair. He always looked scruffy, and his singlet needed a wash, but obviously Edna didn’t notice.

“It could come on the train to Marree, but that’s a hell of a long way from here,” Charlie said.

“There must be some way to get the feed up to Kangaroo Crossing. How many trucks do the station owners have between them?”

“Trucks? Blimey, not many. Wags has one, of course, and Ferret Osborne has an old Dodge, which he’s taken down The Track more than once. Mind, he’s broken an axle more than once, too.”

“Wouldn’t trucks from South Australia deliver the feed up here?”

“No way. Wags picks up all our supplies from Marree, but he had to modify his vehicle to handle the treacherous soil around Goyder Lagoon. Any other truck would get bogged for sure.” Charlie ran his hand over the stubble on his chin. “In the early pioneering days, the Afghans used to transport feed on camels to outlying stations.”

“Murphy told me there’s still what he called ‘a Ghan town’ in Marree.”

“That’s right, there is.”

“Do the Afghans still keep camels?”

“They do, but I don’t know how many. I could ring a mate of mine, Shamus Rourke. He’s the publican of the Great Northern Hotel in Marree, so he’d know. I do know the Afghans are still called on occasionally to take supplies out to surveyors in inhospitable areas, so they obviously keep some camels. As a matter of fact, they passed through town a couple of months ago with a string of camels, but I couldn’t say how many.”

“If they had enough camels, do you think they’d bring the feed up from Marree for us?”

“I suppose so, but how do we reach all the farmers who have surplus feed and ask them to donate it to the station owners up here? And how would they go about it?”

“I’m still thinking about that,” Estella said, frowning. “We need to find a way to get word to them. Perhaps we could ring the President of the Farmers’ Federation down there, or someone like that?”

“That would take too long. He’d organise a meeting, and by the time they’d all got their acts together, the cattle up here would be dead.” Charlie’s eyes widened. “Remember I told you someone from a radio station called here last week?”

“Yes, why?”

“I reckon a radio station could help.”

“What a brilliant idea, Charlie. The announcer could ask for donations of feed over the air. I’ll call a station in South Australia right now and sound them out.”

Using Charlie’s phone, which was in the hallway just behind the bar, Estella rang 5AD, one of only two radio stations in South Australia. The response she received was lukewarm. She tried 5KU, but they were even less interested. She returned to the bar feeling dispirited.

Charlie finished pouring beer for his customers at the far end of the bar and joined her. “What happened?” He could see by her expression that it wasn’t good news.

“5AD thought the idea was good, but when I told them where the feed had to get to, their enthusiasm died. I got the impression they thought it was a logistical nightmare to deliver it up here, and I suppose they’re right.”

“What about the other station, 5KU?”

“Again, when I mentioned Kangaroo Crossing and The Track, they didn’t want to know.”

Charlie didn’t know what to say to make her feel better. “Never mind, perhaps it will rain soon. This drought can’t go on forever.”

After Estella had gone home, Charlie had a few more beers and got to thinking about her idea. He knew radio stations were always keen to hear stories of bravery and heroism, and to his way of thinking, Estella and Stargazer fit the bill perfectly. Estella had come to Kangaroo Crossing without any experience as a veterinarian, and had taken a former champion with virtually no hope of racing again and turned his life around. If that wasn’t the epitome of courage and triumph, he didn’t know what was. He was sure the radio stations would eat it up, and if anyone could sell them the idea, he could.

Charlie Cooper’s one fault, if you could call it a fault, was his outright audacity when he’d had a few beers. He’d ask anyone for anything. The patrons in the pub had once dared him to ring the Prime Minister and ask for subsidised beer for station owners who had to travel miles to the nearest pub. He did it, and, amazingly, the Prime Minister’s secretary didn’t put the phone down on him. In fact, his request had appeared to be taken seriously, although nothing ever came of it. So, ringing the station manager at 5AD did not faze him one iota. Once he had John Fitzsimmons on the phone, he told him all about Estella and Stargazer. Apparently, there’d been a small article in the city newspaper, although when Estella had rung, the manager hadn’t immediately made the connection. After building up Stargazer’s story to the point of it being worthy of a feature film, Charlie mentioned Estella’s plan of bringing surplus feed up to the starving livestock and offered the manager a deal.

The next morning Charlie visited Estella. “I can’t stop long,” he gushed. “I have work to do.”

“Have you come to look at what needs doing here?” Estella asked expectantly. She’d been badgering him for the past two weeks about when he was going to make a start on fixing the roof and the veranda, but he’d deferred every time.

“What? No,” he said, rejecting the idea impatiently. “I’ve come to tell you that your plan to get feed up here has a chance of succeeding after all.”

“How is that possible?”

“I rang 5AD again and spoke to the manager and we came to an arrangement.” He looked pleased with himself, making Estella immediately suspicious.

“What kind of arrangement, Charlie?”

“They’re going to broadcast a plea for feed as long as they can transmit their programme from here on the day of the picnic races.”

Estella thought about this for a moment. “Why would they want to broadcast from here on race day?”

“Because our picnic races are becoming quite an event.”

Estella’s eyes narrowed. “You told him about Stargazer, didn’t you?”

“Well, yes, of course. His story is interesting.”

“Oh, God, no,” Estella cried.

“Now don’t go getting upset, Estella. It’s not good for you or the baby. I had to give them an incentive. That’s how they work.”

“Charlie, you know how much pressure I feel already. Didn’t it occur to you that this would only add to it?”

“I keep telling you that you are worrying for nothing, Estella.”

“That’s easy for you to say, but somehow I doubt you have a crystal ball.”

“Think about how the townsfolk will feel when they find out that you have managed to bring feed up here for their stock.”

Estella glared at him. She knew he was just trying to help in getting everyone to accept her, but she wasn’t sure he was going about it the right way.

“It was your idea,” he insisted.

Estella thought it was cruel to build up the station owners’ hopes in case something went wrong. She’d also look like a fool. “It might not work. Have you thought of that?”

“Of course it will work.”

“It’s one thing for the radio station to be interested, but the more I think about it, the more I realise what a mammoth task it would be to organise. I don’t think we can do it in time to save the cattle. Maybe if we’d started months or even weeks ago ….”

“I’ve already rung Shamus Rourke at the Great Northern and found out the Afghans have got about sixty camels they could use to transport the feed from Marree to Kangaroo Crossing, and, if necessary, they’re willing to round up more. Shamus spoke to Hasham Basheer, the leader of the Afghan community, and he said they’d be willing to do it as long as we allow them to race camels on the day.” Charlie’s blue eyes were wide with excitement. “Of course, I agreed. Camel races will add colour to the day’s events, and people in the outback will bet on anything.”

Estella’s eyes widened. She was almost afraid to believe Charlie had everything organised. “I told you it would all work out, Estella. You just have to have a little faith.”

“Was my father an eternal optimist, like you?”

“As a matter of fact, he always admired my ability to look on the bright side of life.”

“In other words, he had a more realistic view of the world, like me.”

That evening, Estella called at the hotel to find Charlie more excited than she’d ever seen him. He took her aside. “Estella, I’ve just had a call from John Fitzsimmons.”

“Who?”

“The station manager at 5AD.”

“Oh.”

“He said they’ve had an unprecedented response to their pleas for stock feed. Farmers from the southeast to the Flinders Rangers have offered to help.”

“Really?”

“The station has been so overwhelmed with calls that John said he’s had to hire two more girls to take them all. He’s spoken to the National Railways, and they’ve pledged to help. They’re even putting more carriages on the Ghan to carry all the feed.”

Estella gasped. She couldn’t believe how the idea had taken root. “That’s unbelievable.”

“Apparently the farmers in the southeast have already begun trucking feed to the rail yards in Adelaide, and those in the Flinders are taking feed to Port Augusta, where it will meet the train on the way to Marree. Murphy has offered to fly to Marree to coordinate from there.”

“How good of him.”

“I radioed Hattie, and she said she’d organise things like food for the cameleers and water for the camels at Mungerannie, so we’re all set.”

Estella’s eyes stung with tears of happiness. “When will the feed arrive here?”

“It should take about a week to get here from Marree, so if all goes well, it will arrive a day or two after the races. John Fitzsimmons is coming up to personally broadcast, so he said he’d stay here until it arrives. He wants to be able to interview the station owners and get their first-hand response to the generosity of the farmers down south.”

“That’s such wonderful news, Charlie,” Estella said, thinking of Annie and so many like her. “Hopefully a lot of stock will be saved from starvation.”

“We can make an announcement at the dance!”

Estella looked dismayed. “Can’t we do this without any fuss?”

Charlie laughed. “I don’t want to miss the look on the faces of the station owners when they hear what you’ve done.”

“I don’t want any credit for this, Charlie. Besides, you’ve done all the organizing.”

“It was your idea, remember?”

“It’s bad enough that everyone thinks of me as some kind of hero for what I’ve done with Stargazer, let alone anything else. I just wanted to help people like Annie and Teddy. I don’t need praise or accolades.”

“A reluctant hero,” Charlie laughed. “The radio people will love it.”

Estella groaned again.

“Oh, and I forgot to tell you, we should be expecting newspaper reporters, too.” 


CHAPTER 19

On the eve of the picnic races, Kangaroo Crossing was hardly recognizable. It had been invaded by almost as many people as flies, and they were still arriving in town. Stalls had sprung up in the main street, and the competitors of seven events occupied the makeshift stables and yards beside the track. Charlie told Estella that the day’s proceedings usually concluded with a few race spectators running a foot race, and that apparently it was hilarious to watch as they were usually inebriated. But no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t get into the spirit of the occasion.

The Crossing Hotel had six guest rooms, which Charlie had booked at a premium rate as soon as news had spread of Stargazer’s come-back. The rest of the race-goers had pitched tents haphazardly on the side of the roads, or simply rolled out swags wherever it suited them. The tents were of varying sizes and shapes, and mostly accommodated families with children, with the roustabouts, shearers, and stockmen choosing to sleep under the stars beside their horses or alongside a vehicle. The influx of visitors put a strain on the town’s amenities, with the ablutions block at the hotel reserved for women and children, while the men had to dig a hole in the bush. To cope with all the extra meals he had to cook, Charlie had hired four women--Marjorie Waitman and Connie Gee, and two sisters from Wilga Station.

Several times Estella had answered a knock on her door to find someone asking if she’d rent them a room. They’d mostly been men, whom she suspected of being under the influence of alcohol, but some were cheeky lads, so she’d politely but firmly refused. She hadn’t realised it, but she’d gotten used to the solitude and peace in Kangaroo Crossing, and found being surrounded by rowdy people quite unsettling.

First thing in the morning Estella stepped out of her back door and found children filling cans with water from her tank.

“Hey,” she shouted, and they ran off, leaving the tap running. She dashed over and turned it off. “You could have asked,” she called after them irritably.

“You’ll have to remove the tap to stop them,” Marty shouted from the stable yard.

Estella turned to face him. “That seems a bit mean,” she said.

“It’s that or run dry,” he said, examining one of Stargazer’s hooves. He’d been bringing drums of water over for Stargazer, which she appreciated, but Estella knew he was right. Every day she worried about the tank running dry, and every day the sky remained a vivid, cloudless blue.

“Don’t feel guilty for not sharing what little water you’ve got. The water truck is in town, so they can buy what they need.” Estella was relieved because she was suffering pangs of guilt. She hated the thought of children being thirsty, but she didn’t have any money to purchase water, which meant she had no choice but to remove the tap.

She approached Marty and watched him brushing Stargazer. The horse’s coat gleamed in the dawn light. Every time she looked at him, she felt a burst of pride. Unfortunately, her feelings were quickly overshadowed by apprehension about the race. She noticed that Marty had already fed and exercised the horse, and that Stargazer looked relaxed, but Marty was a different story. Watching his enthusiastic brushing motion, she was sure he was working off restless excitement. “Are you nervous about the race?” she asked.

He stopped momentarily and looked at her. “I have all this energy, and I don’t know what to do with it,” he said before continuing. “I hardly slept a wink last night, so at four thirty I came down here and gave Stargazer a light workout. I’ll do the same tomorrow.” He didn’t add that he’d gotten so much pleasure from doing track work earlier than usual. There hadn’t been a soul around, moonlight illuminated the track, and he had a pleasant breeze in his face, instead of a searing wind. He had finished just as the sun was slowly turning the dark sky a soft pink, and the other competitors were just coming out onto the track to exercise. “He’s a sensitive horse, so I’m sure he knows what’s going on. Once or twice he got a tummy upset before a race, but I think it was just the excitement and anticipation in town.”

“Really?” Estella was sure that Stargazer sensed Marty’s anxiety, and that Marty was probably the one with the upset tummy before the race. “That’s unusual, but I’ll watch for it.”

“I think it’s the noisy crowds. You will massage him before the race, won’t you, Estella?”

“Yes, of course I will. It will relax him, and I know how important it is for his muscles to be supple and warm. Perhaps you need a massage, too?”

“I just wish it was over,” Marty said, which surprised Estella. You’re not the only one, she thought. Just talking about the race made her feel sick.

“Thank you again for all you’ve done. I’d better go. I have to help Phyllis in the store. We’re going to be run off our feet for the next few days.”

After Marty had gone, Estella began cleaning the water trough. She didn’t know where Mai and Binnie were, but it wasn’t unusual for them to disappear for hours, sometimes days. When they did turn up, it was without any explanation. At first she’d found their unscheduled way of life disconcerting, but as time passed, she’d come to realise it was best not to worry about it. They were nomadic and literally lived off the land, which in Estella’s mind was awe-inspiring. She noticed that they generally only ate one good meal a day, if you could call partially cooked meat, complete with singed fur or feathers, good. In the early mornings they grazed on foods like desert raisins and Mulga apples, which were marble-shaped wasp galls. The grub inside was the sweetest part, Mai claimed, but Estella wasn’t tempted. She’d also seen Mai and her daughter feast on red Mulga lerp, which were small insects on the outer branches of Mulga trees. They exuded a honeydew to protect themselves, and Mai and Binnie sucked them straight off the branches. At midday, they rested in the shade of trees and conserved their energy for the evenings, when Mai would hunt for meat. In a tribal community, it was the men who hunted for kangaroo, goanna, or emu, but Mai lived between two cultures. When she was on her own with Binnie, she did the hunting. When she was with the tribe, she did the gathering with the other women, while the men went looking for meat. Estella had offered Mai and Binnie food, but they were very mistrustful of anything that came out of a can. She’d also noticed that the dingo had disappeared as soon as more people started arriving in town, but she couldn’t blame him. There were a few ‘cowboys’ amongst the race goers, and out on the properties dingoes were considered pests.

With the trough clean, Estella turned and came face to face with Murphy, who was standing outside the railing of the yard, watching her. She wondered how long he’d been there.

“Hello, Estella,” he said lazily.

“Good morning,” she said. She was surprised to see him, as their paths hadn’t crossed for days. “There’s been a call for your services on the hospital radio,” he said. “You’re needed on Yattalunga Station.”

“Oh, what’s the problem?”

“One of Ralph Talbot’s cattle dogs has a skin condition they can’t handle themselves, but we don’t have to go right away. Ralph said any time after the race would do.”

Estella shook her head, thinking of the poor animal’s suffering. “Is the whole of inland Australia fixated on this race?”

“I’m afraid so. They love a champion, and Stargazer is certainly that.”

“Not you, too.”

Murphy grinned, and Estella wondered if he was having her on. “Ralph would have brought the dog into town, but he can’t make it this year, as they haven’t finished shearing, and he’s got a buyer waiting for the wool. He’s real ticked off about missing the race, but Yattalunga is one of the farthest stations from town. We can fly out Sunday morning if you like.”

“That suits me.” Estella was glad of the opportunity to get out of town.

“Are you going to the dance tonight?” he asked.

“I doubt it.” Estella could see that Murphy was mildly surprised, but she didn’t feel like elaborating. “How about you?”

“I suppose so.” He hung his head and kicked his toe in the dust.

“You don’t sound very enthusiastic.”

Murphy looked at Stargazer without really seeing him. It wasn’t the first time Estella felt as if he had been dragged back to a place and time in the past that haunted him. “I haven’t been enthusiastic about anything for years,” he said. Estella was momentarily tempted to ask why not, but then she became afraid of hearing the worst. After what had happened with James, she felt wary of men, so she didn’t need to hear about Murphy’s past failures as a trusted friend, lover, or anything else.

“I’d better go,” Murphy said, sensing that she had withdrawn. “Some of the drovers from the stations are holding a rodeo, so Charlie will need my help in the bar.” He turned and walked away. Estella watched his retreating figure. His head was bowed and his shoulders slumped, as if he were carrying the weight of the world. She was sure she’d caught a glimpse of guilt in his features, and shuddered. Could it be true? Had Murphy betrayed his best friend by stealing his wife? Although she didn’t know him well, she found it hard to believe. But then she thought of James again and pulled herself up short. “I’m obviously not the best judge of character,” she mumbled.

When Estella stepped out onto her front veranda, a sea of tents between her house and Adelaide Street confronted her. Their numbers had gradually increased in the past few days, but she couldn’t believe how many more had sprung up overnight. Campfires burned beside the tents, tainting the air with eucalypt-scented smoke, which mingled with the aroma of warm damper, the bread they ate here; sizzling lamb chops; and freshly brewed billy tea. The air crackled with anticipation, but it felt like a lead weight to Estella. As she looked towards the main street, she was startled to see turbaned Afghans leading camels down the main street. They’d obviously just arrived from Marree, a marathon journey in itself. Although these camels had come to compete in the races, the animals were packed with supplies, making Estella feel for the other poor beasts that were going to be carrying the stock feed from Marree in the sweltering heat. The camels were enormous, but Estella thought they were graceful and majestic despite their knobby knees, vague expressions, and ungainly stride.

Hearing the hum of a plane engine, Estella shaded her eyes and looked up to see another light aircraft coming in to land on the far end of the main street. As it touched down, the town and the campers were treated to a cloud of red dust settling over them. The new arrival joined the three planes already parked behind the hotel. John Fitzsimmons had arrived in one and his radio crew and gear in another. The third had brought in a couple of journalists. Estella didn’t want to think about who would be in the fourth. She hoped it was a rich pastoralist from the Kimberleys or the Gulf Country and not more journalists. Charlie had tried to get her to come to the hotel to meet John Fitzsimmons and the journalists already in town, but she’d stubbornly refused.

“Tell them I’m out on one of the stations,” she’d said. “Tell them anything, but don’t bring them here.”

“You can’t hide forever,” Charlie had said irritably, “and they’ll want to see Stargazer.”

“Marty and I have put Stargazer off limits to visitors until after the race,” she’d said, much to Charlie’s displeasure. She couldn’t believe the Kangaroo Crossing picnic races had aroused so much interest, but of course this year, more than any other, Stargazer was the main attraction. It was hard to regret helping him, as he looked so fit and well, but Estella wished she hadn’t been so cocky about him winning the cup again.

Estella stayed inside for most of the day, keeping away from the boisterous crowds. Mostly she wanted to avoid John Fitzsimmons and the journalists. When she heard another knock on her front door, she suspected it was either Charlie again or someone looking for a room, so she didn’t answer it.

A few moments later, Dan Dugan popped his head through the back door. “There you are,” he said, when he found her sitting at the table having a cup of tea. “Didn’t you hear me knocking?”

“I did, but I thought it was another inebriated man looking for somewhere to stay.”

“I’m sober, I promise, and I don’t need a room.”

Estella returned his cheeky smile. “There’s been a steady flow of them all day.”

“You should put a notice on the door, like the rest of the town’s inhabitants.”

“I’ll remember that next year.” Estella gasped, unable to believe she’d just said, next year! Just a few months ago, she’d thought her life was mapped out. She’d had a stable life--a home, a husband, and what she’d thought was a bright future that included a family. In the time it took James to tell her he wanted a divorce, everything had changed. Now she wasn’t sure what next week would bring, let alone next year. Running her gaze over Dan, she said, “You look nice.” He was clean-shaven, his hair was neatly combed, and he was wearing dark moleskin trousers and a white shirt. She noted the absence of a tie, but couldn’t blame any of the men for omitting the formality, as it was too hot. Personally, she couldn’t bear the thought of wearing nylon stockings.

“Thank you. Why aren’t you dressed for the dance, Estella?” He’d had a feeling she wouldn’t go alone. He wouldn’t have, either, but he saw no reason why they shouldn’t go together, even if it was for a short while.

“I hadn’t intended to go.”

Dan looked disappointed. “Why not? We could go together, that is, if you didn’t want to go alone.”

“It’s not that.” Estella couldn’t look at Dan. She didn’t think he’d understand how tired she was of being the town hero, and she thought she’d sound churlish if she told him. She was also dreading Charlie making his big ‘announcement’.

Dan looked at her quizzically. “You can’t miss the only social event on the town’s calendar, Estella,” he said. “I’m sure you’re used to glamorous society parties and balls, and of course this can’t compare, but there’s music and dancing, of sorts, and it’s a mighty long wait till the next social occasion out here.”

“I know, but ….”

“Are you concerned about not having something to wear? Because anything goes in the bush.” Estella shook her head. She had a couple of nice dresses she hadn’t worn yet. Unlike the shift that Mai had taken, which she had thought would be a cool housedress in the hot weather, the bodices of her dresses were fitted with drawn-in, belted waists. They’d never fit the Aboriginal woman, who had no waist at all, but they also wouldn’t fit Estella’s expanding waistline for much longer, either.

“I should probably tell you that after hours of drinking and dancing, some of the more boisterous men will take off their shirts and their pants if no one stops them. But that doesn’t usually happen until well after midnight.”

Estella grimaced. “These days I have trouble keeping my eyes open past ten o’clock, so if I were to go, I’d miss the show.” She hadn’t had any trouble staying up until the wee hours in the morning in London, but then there had been no draining heat, and at her most social, she hadn’t been pregnant.

“Next year you’ll have a baby to take care of, so if I were you, I’d make the most of what freedom you have left.”

Startled by the realization, Estella said, “That’s true. It might be my last opportunity to socialize. God, that’s a depressing thought.” She was looking forward to holding her sweet baby, but, along with her sudden unwanted fame and the responsibility of raising the baby alone, she felt like she had a perpetual dark cloud hanging over her head. Dan could see she still didn’t look happy. He wanted to lift her spirits, but he wasn’t sure how to go about it. “Are you hiding from that radio man and the journalists?”

“I don’t like them making a big deal about Stargazer’s recovery, Dan. He’s come a long way, but everyone expects him to win this race, and if he doesn’t ….”

“If he doesn’t, they’ll be disappointed for five minutes, but they’ll soon get over it. You’ve mentioned this before, Estella, but I hadn’t appreciated how much it was really bothering you. You have to understand all this excitement has taken everyone’s minds off the drought for a short time, and that’s something positive. Every day I see or hear about the pain the people in the region are suffering. If the farms go under, not only do the stockmen and station hands lose their jobs, but the family loses a home where they’ve raised their children, and possibly it’s the same home they themselves were raised in and their fathers before them. With the loss of the farm and the workers, the town is affected, especially Charlie and Marty. If fewer and fewer people need the hospital, then the government will close it, leaving those few people left out here and those on the stations without any medical services.”

“I see your point, Dan, but it makes me all the more afraid that if Stargazer doesn’t win, that somehow I will have let everyone down, and I don’t think I could stand it. People like Annie Hall are going to wager on him. I know she and many others can’t afford to lose what little money they have.” Estella’s eyes welled with tears.

“You certainly haven’t let anyone down, Estella,” Dan said soothingly. He sat down opposite her. He wanted to reach for her hand, but held back lest he appear forward. “Everyone appreciates what you’ve done for Stargazer. A couple of months ago the option of shooting him to put him out of his misery seemed the kindest thing to do. And now look at him! He’s the picture of health, and he’s got a shot at racing again, and the region has their champion back. Win or lose, tomorrow has become a day to look forward to. As for Marty, I haven’t seen him this motivated in a long time. I’d like to prescribe what you’ve done for Marty and Stargazer to more of my patients. As far as I’m concerned, Estella, you deserve all the attention that has come your way, so lap it up.”

“You must think I’m silly for behaving like a loon.”

“Not at all. You have the perfect excuse. You’re a pregnant woman, so it’s normal to feel sensitive.”

“I never thought I’d say this, but I’ve actually started to enjoy the solitude I get here. I wish all these people would just go away.”

Dan smiled. “That’s normal for expectant mothers, too.”

“Is it?”

“Yes. There’s no scientific explanation, but pregnant women are very sensitive to noise.”

“I suppose too much peace and quiet is not good, either. It allows me to dwell on the past and worry about the future.”

Dan smiled sympathetically. He knew that the prospect of raising her child on her own must be frightening, let alone in a bush town. He admired her courage, but couldn’t help wondering if coming to live in Kangaroo Crossing had been an act of desperation. It had been for him.

Estella appreciated his understanding, as she knew she must sound slightly neurotic. “We could go to the dance for a little while, I suppose,” she said. Suddenly she had a thought. “But Dan, you won’t ….” She stopped herself short, feeling mean-spirited after the kindness he’d shown her.

“I won’t have a drink, Estella, but you must promise to keep me dancing.”

“Agreed. Give me a few minutes to make myself presentable?”

“Of course. Take your time.”

Estella piled her hair up and put on one of her prettiest dresses. It was a little tight around her waist, but she liked the way the pale green material fell into a full skirt, and the colour highlighted her eyes and dark hair.

“Wow,” Dan said when she reappeared. “You look lovely.”

“Thank you,” she said. She’d almost forgotten what it felt like to be complimented, and it did wonders for her battered self-esteem. “Thank you for taking me to the dance,” she said, knowing she wouldn’t have gone by herself.

“My pleasure,” Dan said, looking her over again. Estella couldn’t miss the pride in his tone or the light in his eyes. “We’re really going to cause a stir, going together,” she said.

Dan shrugged. “I don’t mind if you don’t,” he said, grinning like a schoolboy.

“I’m surprised you can get away from the hospital.”

“Betty and Kev are keeping an eye on things for a few hours. There were no bad injuries from the rodeo, but Betty will send for me if anything serious crops up tonight. I doubt anything will, though. In past years, there hasn’t been anything more significant than a few cuts and bruises brought on by drunken misadventures.” He raised a brow and they both understood he knew all about drunken misadventures. “Once Betty has finished giving them a scolding, they’ll wish they never went for treatment.”

They approached the former Jockey Club just as it was getting dark. At the side of the building, there was an enormous bonfire, around which Aboriginal stockmen and some of the less social white stockmen were drinking. In the shadows around the fire, Estella could see children chasing each other, their feet kicking up clouds of dust. As they made their way to the door, Dan was greeted with friendly enthusiasm, and Estella was given reverent nods and secretive smiles by the people overflowing from inside. She knew everyone was thinking about Stargazer’s comeback.

Once inside they noticed that the post office and bank counters had been pushed aside and covered to make room for dancing. There were several musicians on a makeshift stage playing guitars, a fiddle, a harmonica, drums, and even spoons. A man Estella had never seen before was singing. He had a good country voice.

“Good evening, Estella,” Marjorie Waitman said, as she passed by carrying a tray laden with drinks. She gave Dan a scrutinising look, but he just ignored her.

“I didn’t think you were coming,” someone said. Estella swung around to find Murphy behind her. His eyes were glazed, and he looked displeased as he glanced at Dan.

“Dan insisted,” she said, but Murphy didn’t reply.

“Shall we dance?” Dan said. Estella nodded, and he took her in his arms. The floor was crowded, but Estella was uncomfortably aware that Murphy was still watching them. As they moved around the dance floor, Estella could feel the celebratory mood in the air. She remembered what Dan had told her, and for the first time she really understood that the mood wasn’t entirely to do with Stargazer. Just for a few short hours, the farmers, their wives, and their workers allowed themselves to forget the devastation caused by the drought and have some fun.

After several dances, Dan said he would get them a glass of lemonade each. Estella waited on the side of the dance floor. She felt like going outside for some air because it was so hot and stuffy inside the crowded room.

“Good evening, Estella,” Phyllis said. “Sorry I haven’t been over to see you lately, but Dad and I have been flat out at the store.”

“There’s no need to apologise, Phyllis. I understand. I’ve been pretty busy myself.”

“So I hear.”

Estella thought Phyllis seemed unusually tense. “Is something the matter? You look worried.”

“No, everything is fine.” Phyllis glanced around. “You didn’t see where Murphy went, did you?”

“No. He was here a few minutes ago.”

Phyllis looked at Estella strangely again and then excused herself. She’d only been gone a few moments, when someone tapped Estella on the shoulder. It was Murphy.

“Phyllis is looking for you,” Estella said.

Murphy looked disinterested. “May I have a dance with you?” he said, taking her hand.

Estella was hesitant. She couldn’t gauge Murphy’s mood, and she didn’t want Dan to come back and find her missing. She’d promised him she’d keep him busy dancing, and she didn’t want to let him down. “I’m waiting for ….” Before she could finish she found herself in Murphy’s arms on the dance floor. He was taller than Dan and held her closer, so she had to look up to see his profile. He looked down at her intently. Estella thought he was in a very serious mood or perhaps upset. She wondered if he’d had a disagreement with Phyllis, but was determined not to ask. As they whisked around the dance floor, Estella looked for Dan. She knew she couldn’t leave him to his own devices for long, as the temptation to drink would be too strong. As they turned, she scanned the crowd of unfamiliar faces, unaware that Murphy was watching her.

“You’ve been spending a lot of time with Dan lately,” he said.

There was that speculation again. “Yes, we’ve become good friends.”

Murphy’s lips compressed, but he didn’t comment.

Suddenly Estella noticed Dan standing with two lemonades on the side of the dance floor. She smiled at him, but he looked anxious. As she moved around the floor with Murphy, she lost sight of him. When they turned again he had gone.

“Oh, damn,” she muttered. “I’m sorry, Murphy, but I must find Dan.” She hurried from the floor.

Estella searched the crowd frantically, but couldn’t find Dan. Murphy watched her, and Phyllis watched him. Finally, she found Dan outside. He was staring into the flames of the fire. His face was beaded in sweat.

“There you are,” Estella said. “I’m sorry.”

“I must get back to the hospital,” Dan snapped.

“Is something wrong?”

“I have to go, Estella. Will you be all right? Would you like me to walk you home?”

“No, I’ll be fine.”

“I’m sorry,” he said and hurried away.

After Dan had gone, Estella suddenly felt awkward alone amidst so many strangers. She’d enjoyed dancing, but she wanted to go home to peace and quiet. She smiled when she thought of the irony and wondered if she had still been in London, married to James, would she have felt the same? More to the point, would James have understood?

“Estella.”

She groaned as she recognised Charlie’s frantic voice. He’d been busy serving drinks inside the hall, so she’d been able to avoid him. Her immediate thoughts were of escape, but she turned to see him bearing down upon her. “I was just leaving,” she said hoping to get away, even though she knew she had virtually no chance.

“You can’t go yet. You haven’t met John Fitzsimmons.” Charlie had pointed her out to John while she was on the dance floor, so Charlie couldn’t claim she wasn’t in town, and he didn’t like to tell Estella that he was beginning to feel like a fool for constantly making excuses why John couldn’t meet her or see Stargazer.

“Charlie, I really don’t want to be grilled or interviewed.” Estella looked over Charlie’s shoulder to see a man who stood out from the rest, approaching. She knew it had to be John Fitzsimmons, and her heart sank. He was tall and slim, with very dark hair and a narrow face. His nose looked like it belonged to somebody else, as it was too wide for his face, and his black suit and tie made him look like an undertaker amongst the more casually dressed town and station folk. He smiled as soon as their eyes met, but when he said hello, it was with a deep baritone voice, perfect for radio.

Charlie saw Estella’s expression and turned. “Ah, John, this is Estella Lawson, our veterinarian.”

“I thought so. I’m pleased to finally make your acquaintance, Miss Lawson. I was beginning to think you were a figment of Charlie’s imagination.”

Estella didn’t correct the misuse of her title, as she didn’t want any questions asked about an absent husband. “Please call me Estella. We’re very informal in the bush.” She glanced at Charlie, who raised his brows at her comment, the corner of his mouth moving upwards in a smile.

“I’d like to talk to you about Stargazer,” John said. Estella found his nose slightly distracting. “Now?”

One of John’s crew called out to him. “We’re having a problem with reception,” he said.

John looked annoyed and frustrated. He took a deep breath. “All right, I’ll be there in a minute.” He turned back to Estella. “Would you mind if we did this a little later?”

“Not at all,” Estella said with obvious relief.

When John had gone, Estella turned her attention on her uncle. “Please don’t make any announcements tonight, Uncle Charlie.”

It was the first time she’d called him Uncle, and Charlie was a little taken back. When he recovered, he realised how much pleasure he felt. “I have to, Estella.”

“No, you don’t. You could wait until we know for sure that the feed has left Marree. That would be the sensible thing to do, wouldn’t it? I couldn’t bear it if something went wrong.” Her eyes unexpectedly welled with tears. She knew she was emotional about everything, but she felt as if she couldn’t take any more pressure.

Charlie, who had been basking in a sentimental mood, felt he had to give in to her. He knew it was what Ross would have wanted. “All right, Estella. I don’t know what I’ll say to John, but I’ll think of something.” He looked awkward and Estella realised, through his own fault, that he was feeling pressured, too.

“Thank you, Uncle Charlie.” Estella noticed another two men, both of whom looked out of place, coming in their direction. “I must go. I’m feeling very tired.”

Before he could reply, she had gone.

As Estella walked towards her house, she couldn’t help thinking about Dan. She understood that he’d found being in a social situation without drinking too difficult. She was sure he’d only attended the dance for her benefit, which she thought was really sweet and brave. She wondered if she should go to the hospital to see him, but when she saw several drunken men heading in that direction, a couple of them supporting another man, she thought better of it.

When she reached her home, she stopped to pat Stargazer in his stall. “How are you, boy? Excited about tomorrow?”

“He’ll be all right,” someone said, and Estella jumped with fright. It turned out to be Marty. He was lying on a bedroll in the shadows at the back of the stall.

“What are you doing here?” Estella asked.

“Keeping an eye on Stargazer.”

“An eye? Are you worried someone will try to interfere with him?” Estella hadn’t given it a second thought. With no big prize money at stake, the idea seemed ludicrous.

“A champion like Stargazer? You betcha.”

Estella was shocked. “I know that sort of thing goes on in big cities, but out here?”

“They’re worse out here. Station pride is everything.”

Estella was slowly finding out that she had so much to learn about people in the outback.

“Clem Musgrove from Florence Hill Station is the worst. He’s entered a horse called Plumbago. He claims he bought the nag in the Melbourne sales, and he’s been touting its ability and breeding all over town. Now the betting for Plumbago is even with Stargazer’s, and Clem stands to lose the respect of the townsfolk and those from Florence Hill if his horse doesn’t win, not to mention whatever he wagers.”

“You can’t watch Stargazer all night, Marty, not when you have to ride him tomorrow.”

“I wouldn’t sleep a wink, anyway.”

Estella knew she couldn’t volunteer to stand watch, as she’d be sure to fall asleep. “Have you seen Mai or Binnie?”

“No, but they’ll be out at the Aboriginal camp.”

“Where is the camp?”

“South of here, behind the sand-hills at the back of the race track.” Estella decided to go for a walk. She knew the heat in the house would be stifling, and she wanted to clear her thoughts and escape the noise for a while.

“I’ll see you in the morning, Marty. Please, be careful.”

“If anyone comes snooping around that shouldn’t be here, it’s them that had better be careful.” He waved a lump of wood and Estella rolled her eyes.


CHAPTER 20

As Estella walked onto the clay pan in front of the sand dunes, she tried not to think about the next day’s events, but it was almost impossible. In the darkness, away from the Jockey Club, it was so peaceful and quiet, but in her mind she could hear the thunder of galloping hooves and shouts of encouragement from frenetic race-goers urging their champion to the winning post. The moonlight illuminated the track, which stretched westwards for more than a mile, like a silver road to somewhere magical. The visiting competitor’s stalls were at the far end, near the starting line, but she couldn’t see them because of the curve of the track. She wondered if the horses’ owners were sleeping in their stalls, like Charlie.

Estella had never seen the other side of the dunes before. When she’d gone for walks with Mai, they’d always headed north into the flat countryside behind her house, or along the banks of the almost dry Diamantina River, so she was curious. After she ducked under the inside running rail and made her way through khaki cultured shrubby trees, which Mai had said the Aboriginals called wanyu, she began to climb the coarse sand that made up the red dunes. Once at the top, she stopped to catch her breath and turned to look over the town. She could see the blazing bonfire near the Jockey Club, but the lights in the windows of the hospital, the pub, and one or two of the homes, were muted. She was too far away to see people, but she could make out dark moving shapes around the bonfire and see the smoke drifting up against the silhouette of the moon.

The music carried in the still night, but from a distance, everything seemed surreal. Estella truly felt like the outsider she was and suddenly found it difficult to have any perspective. The town, the people, her life, all seemed illusory, as if she were observing everything from a distance. It was a strange feeling. Over the past few weeks she’d felt lonely, but nothing compared to how isolated she felt at that moment. She wished it were all just a dream, that she’d awaken and find herself back in her comfortable life in London, living in her gracious home in Mayfair. But it wasn’t a dream, and she wasn’t going to awaken. This was her life, and she had to make the most of it, for her own and for her baby’s sake.

Turning to look behind her, Estella could see the dull glow of another fire in the distance, and knew it must be the Aboriginal camp. There were more trees and rock formations behind the sand dunes, but the country looked just as dry and inhospitable. She ventured on, slipping and sliding down the other side of the dunes, which still carried the heat of the sun, and headed in the direction of the campfire. With the moon illuminating her way, she trod carefully. She stopped to remove sand from her shoes, and something scuttled across her path. It looked like a very large mouse, but it had a pointy nose. As the creature paused, Estella watched it in fascination. She’d read all about Australian marsupials and nocturnal animals and was sure it was the yellow-footed antechinus. She remembered reading that it could run upside down on tree branches, and when eating its prey, it would neatly turn the skin inside out. A few moments later, a rabbit-like creature caught her attention. She immediately recognised it from a book as a bilby. It had long ears like a rabbit, but was larger with a sharp pointy nose and a long black tail that was white on the end. Its soft fur was bluish-grey. As she stood still and watched, it began digging and came up with a bulb, which it ate leisurely.

Estella looked around her and noticed that the surrounding bush was teeming with nocturnal creatures. She was utterly amazed that there was so much life in the desert, because in the daytime it appeared so barren and lifeless. She was accustomed to seeing kangaroos and emus, but a family of possums scampered through nearby trees, looking down on her with enormous, glowing eyes. And less than a yard in front of her, an echidna ambled past, ignoring her as if she were part of the landscape. Estella smiled, as the echidna was so like an English hedgehog. The most distinguishable difference was the longer, pointier nose of the echidna. It began scratching beside a nearby termite mound with its long, sharp claws. Soon its sticky tongue was darting out, picking up termites. She saw a wombat emerge from its burrow and trot off to find a meal. She smiled, as it had a determined, ‘don’t get in my way’ demeanour.

Estella would have liked to observe the nocturnal life in the bush for much longer, but she moved on. As she neared the trees ahead, she stopped when she thought she saw something like a cat. She waited for it to move from under the dark shadows of tree branches and gaped in wonder at the spots on its coat. It was the size of a cat, but fawn in colour, and the white spots covered only its torso. Its tail was bushy with a white tip, and its muzzle was pointed. As Estella watched, it caught what appeared to be a grasshopper and happily crunched away on its meal. She’d read about quolls, but had never thought she’d be lucky enough to see one. It was one of those rare, magical moments in life that she’d like to bottle, and Estella felt a bubble of happiness rise within her. The moment would have been perfect, had she had someone to share it with, but she was all alone, and her smile faded with the magic. She placed her hand on her tummy, thinking of her child. Perhaps one day they’d share a moment just like this one, she thought.

As Estella neared the Aboriginal camp, she could hear voices. She was suddenly nervous and hoped Mai and Binnie would be there. She approached as quietly as she could and stood watching from behind a mulga bush. The men were sitting around the campfire talking, and the women and children were in another group behind them. Emaciated dogs strolled around, grizzling and snapping at each other. Estella had only been watching for a few moments, when one of the men turned his head and looked in her direction, as if he sensed she was there. She wanted to turn and flee, but didn’t dare make a sound. She froze and held her breath, certain she couldn’t be seen because a tree overhung where she was standing. There was no moonlight illuminating her or the bush. The man stood up slowly, his gaze fixed in her direction. He picked up a spear and said something in a loud, threatening voice, pointing straight to where she was hiding. Embarrassed, she knew she had two choices. Run, or come out of her hiding place, and confront the tribesman. She was terrified, but decided to come forward.

Out in the open, Estella looked for Mai, but her thudding heart sank when she saw she wasn’t amongst the women. Thankfully, Binnie was there, and she ran straight to her. The child said something in the Aboriginal language, and the men seemed to relax. They still regarded her with a degree of caution, but they sat down again.

Binnie drew Estella, who was shaking, to the women’s group. She sat down on a fallen log on the edge of their circle. They looked her over for few moments in silence. She smiled and said hello, but they seemed unimpressed. They were so like Mai, she thought. They had no sense of needing to make small, polite chitchat. They began to talk amongst themselves again as if she weren’t there. She didn’t know whether to feel complimented that they’d accepted her or insulted that she was being ignored. She asked Binnie where Mai was, but she didn’t seem to know. Estella found this odd and disconcerting. She wondered if Mai was drinking again, and began to worry about what could happen if she got drunk with so many people in town, especially the station hands, who were mostly inebriated.

Most of the women were wearing shifts, like Mai did, but one tribal woman had her sagging breasts fully exposed. A child climbed onto her knee and began suckling. Estella was shocked, as the child looked to be about three years old, but the woman was completely unperturbed, which absolutely amazed Estella. She noticed the women had short bodies with large tummies, and yet they had very thin, shapeless legs. The soles of their feet looked rough and tougher than most shoes’ soles. Their hair was untamed and frizzy, and their noses were very broad, but their dark eyes fascinated her. Even the ones with obvious eye problems, like trachoma, seemed to have the ability to see beyond her outer body and penetrate her soul. It was a daunting, soul-baring experience just to sit before them. She noticed three of the Aboriginal men were wearing shirts and trousers, but no shoes. As the others were wearing only a loincloth, she concluded that the three dressed like stockmen lived between two cultures. They were sitting with their legs crossed in a circle and appeared to be discussing some kind of serious business that did not include the women.

The scavenging dogs caught Estella’s attention, but she noticed one lying by itself on the edge of the darkness. Even in the limited light, she could see it had a wound on its hind leg. She got up to examine it. It was a young bitch and possibly a cross between a dingo and a domestic dog. Its coat was almost an orange colour, but its body shape, head, and quiet, intelligent look reminded her of the dingo. It was licking the wound, which upon closer inspection turned out to be badly infected. Estella asked Binnie if anyone was treating the dog, but the little girl shook her head and shrugged as if the animal’s health were inconsequential, which Estella found appalling. The wound needed immediate treatment, or it was going to turn gangrenous. She already suspected it was flyblown. She noticed that whenever one of the other dogs came close, it growled at them defensively. It was pack animal behaviour to attack the sick or weak, so depending on how domesticated the camp dogs were, it was likely they’d kill the young bitch.

Estella asked Binnie if she could take the dog back to her house to treat it. She stopped short of promising to return it, as she wasn’t certain it would live, or whether she’d want to give it back if it wasn’t going to be properly cared for. Binnie spoke to one of the women, who got up and consulted the elders of the clan. Estella felt anxious. She hoped her request didn’t offend the clan members. One of the elders looked at her and waved a hand dismissively, clearly baffled about why she’d bother with the dog. Estella noticed that the men wearing shirts and moleskin trousers did not interfere or attempt to intervene. She also understood that as far as the Aboriginals were concerned, in the chain of life in the bush, the dog was one of the lower links. Estella, however, saw the animal’s life quite differently. She asked Binnie for a rope, but the only thing close that the little girl could find was the old remnants of a stock whip, which Estella used as a leash. She led the dog from the campsite on three legs. Binnie asked to go with her. After some discussion, and Estella’s reassurances that she would be cared for, the elders gave their permission.

The dog was exhausted by the time they reached the sand dunes, so Estella picked it up and carried it. Unused to kindness, it licked her hands and face. When they got back to her house, Estella put the dog in one of the kennels and fetched an oil lamp so she could see what she was doing. She fed it pieces of tinned ham to gain its trust while using surgical tweezers to pick maggots and larvae from the open wound. Then she cleaned the wound with an antiseptic solution.

Estella was startled when Marty appeared with Mai, who was almost hysterical. She’d assumed Marty was asleep in Stargazer’s stall.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“Mai thought something had happened to Binnie,” Marty said. “Where did you find her?”

Estella looked at Mai, who was wailing with relief and quite obviously drunk, as she encircled Binnie in her arms. “She was at the Aboriginal camp. Didn’t Mai know she was there?”

“She seemed to think one of the station hands had gotten hold of her.”

“Where did she get that idea?”

“From what I could make out, one of the lads from Wilga told her that.”

“They must have been playing a cruel trick on her,” Estella said, baffled and angry.

Marty began walking towards Stargazer’s stall to check on him. “You didn’t see anyone hanging around here when you got back, did you?” he called over his shoulder.

Estella caught the worry in his tone. “Not a soul.”

Estella stayed with the dog for most of the night. She gave it an injection of antibiotics, fed it a whole tin of ham, and kept applying antiseptic to the wound. Just before daylight and the inevitable invasion of flies, she dressed the wound so it wouldn’t get blown again, and went to bed. She wasn’t sure she wouldn’t have to amputate, as the infection was extensive, but she was determined to do her best to save the dog’s leg.

Estella was awoken less than an hour later by Marty, who was almost out of his mind.

“Wake up, Estella,” he yelled, shaking her violently.

“What’s wrong?” She immediately thought something had happened to the dog.

“It’s Stargazer. Come on, get up.” He practically dragged her from her bed. As she passed her father’s room, she noticed Mai and Binnie asleep on his bed. Mai had her arm protectively around her daughter. She obviously hadn’t felt safe sleeping outside.

When Estella got to the stable, Stargazer was lying down in his stall. Confused, she tried to shake the fog from her brain. “What’s wrong with him, Marty?”

“That’s what I’d like to know.”

Stargazer lifted his head and snorted in pain. Estella climbed through the railing and took him by the halter and tried to get him to stand. After several attempts, he got to his feet, but immediately began pawing the ground and turning his head towards his flank. She also noticed he was curling his upper lip. “What’s wrong with him?” Marty asked.

“He appears to have colic, but I can’t understand why.” She tried to push the fatigue from her mind and think clearly. “We haven’t changed his feed for weeks.” She looked into his feed bin. The few scraps that were there were not contaminated. Marty checked his water, which was clean.

“I’ll get my stethoscope,” Estella said, needing to be sure.

When she returned, Estella put the stethoscope on the side of Stargazer’s underbelly where she could hear rumblings in his intestines. “He definitely has gas.”

Marty groaned. “This can’t be happening. He won’t be able to run today, will he?”

Estella didn’t know what to say. She took his temperature, which was up slightly, and so was his pulse rate. He was also beginning to sweat and was standing stretched out, as if he were going to urinate. She jumped with alarm when he kicked out with his back leg. He hadn’t been aiming at her, but he was definitely in a great deal of pain. “I’m so sorry, Marty.”

“Damn,” Marty said, kicking the fence-post. “You’re the vet, so tell me why he’s suddenly got colic?”

“You did say he sometimes had a stomach upset before a race.” Estella knew she wasn’t making sense, but she didn’t know what else to say.

“It was nothing like this,” Marty shouted.

Estella fought tears. “Damn,” Marty shouted again. “Isn’t there anything we can do for him?” Estella tried to remember what she had learned in university. “I should use mineral oil to dredge him. It would flush out the faecal matter, but I need at least a gallon, and I know there’s only about a pint amongst the supplies that Ross left.”

“I don’t have any at the store. Isn’t there anything else you can use?”

“Beer might work, or Epson salts.”

“The pub was almost dry last night, so I don’t imagine there’s any beer left today; as for Epson salts, I have some of that in stock at the store.”

“I honestly don’t think it will work, but fetch it, anyway.”

“Wouldn’t massage help?”

“Not in this case, but there is a manoeuvre that can be done that requires two strong men.” Thinking of her baby, Estella wasn’t game to try it herself.

“I’ll call on Murphy,” Marty said and hurried away.

While Marty was away, Estella went through all the possibilities that could have caused Stargazer to have colic. Parasites were one cause, but she’d already wormed him for bloodworms and roundworms. His diet hadn’t been changed in weeks, so that couldn’t have caused the problem. He always had sufficient water, and it was changed daily. He’d been fed on a regular basis, and he didn’t bolt his food down without chewing it properly. There was only one thing left. Someone had purposely given him something that disagreed with him. But who--and what?

While she was waiting for Marty and Michael Murphy, Estella began slowly walking Stargazer to take his mind off the pain and help him pass the gas. Her heart felt as heavy as lead. For weeks she’d been worrying about something going wrong, and now it had. She couldn’t bear to think about what the townsfolk were saying about her. She felt she deserved their anger. After building up their hopes, she’d let them down. She rubbed Stargazer’s nose. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered, feeling inept for not taking away his pain.

When Marty returned with Murphy, Estella had them interlock their arms under the horse’s belly and thrust upward several times. While she counted, they lifted and jiggled.

“How will this help?” Murphy asked after they had done it a dozen times, and he was out of breath.

“It might rearrange the intestines and help move the gas.”

“We may as well concede defeat. This isn’t going to work,” Marty said, distressed.

“I’ll try the Epsom salts,” Estella said.

“He’s in too much pain for that to work,” Marty said. “I can’t believe this has happened. Someone must have poisoned him.”

“I can’t believe anyone would do such a thing,” Estella said.

“Well, how else can you explain this?” Marty yelled.

“You were only gone a few minutes last night, Marty, and in that time I came back here with the dog from the Aboriginal camp. That left only a small window of opportunity.”

“Well, someone must have taken it,” Marty snapped.

“It’s not Estella’s fault,” Murphy said, but Marty was too angry to see sense.

“I’ll try the salts,” Estella said. Marty shook his head. “He won’t race this year.”

Estella heart almost broke at Marty’s disappointment. She was so upset for him that she didn’t even stop to think about how she felt. As she watched him walk away, tears filled her eyes.

“It’s not your fault, Estella,” Murphy said. “You’ve done all you could for Stargazer.”

“Marty has been so happy these last weeks,” Estella said. “Why did this have to happen?”

Murphy shrugged. “I’ll go and have the bookies scratch Stargazer from the race.”

Estella went inside to mix the Epsom salts with water. She then put the mixture in a squirt bottle and gave Stargazer a good dose. She waited, but nothing happened. He really needed something to flush him out.

At twelve o’clock, Marty returned. “How is he?” he asked.

Estella could see he still held hope, but the race for the cup was to be held at two o’clock, and there was no way Stargazer would be running. “I’m afraid he isn’t much better,” she said. Stargazer had passed some gas, but not enough to give him much relief. “How are you?”

Marty shrugged. “Clem Musgrove has just accused me of chickening out of the race, and most of the town seems to believe him.”

“That’s ludicrous,” Estella snapped. “Anyone who knows how excited you were about this race should know better than to believe such balderdash.”

“They’re just disappointed,” Marty said, sighing.

“You blame me, don’t you, Marty?” She was sure it was true, so she had to say it.

“Of course not,” Marty said unconvincingly. “How could you think that?”

She didn’t like to say he’d all but said it straight out. It didn’t matter, anyway, because she blamed herself. “I should have taken better care of Stargazer,” Estella said, fighting tears again.

“I left him, so if anyone’s to blame, it’s me. Don’t take any notice of the way I behaved earlier. I was just shooting off steam. You’ve done a wonderful job with Stargazer, Estella. As for the race, there’s always next year.” Marty walked away, but Estella could see he was devastated, and she really felt for him. She broke down and cried. All the tension of the last weeks poured from her in a tidal wave of emotion.

“Why you upset, missus?” Mai asked. She’d been sleeping all morning because she had a terrible hangover.

Estella turned, her face tear stained. “Stargazer has colic,” she said, mopping her tears. “He won’t be racing today.”

Mai didn’t know what colic was, but she looked at the horse, who was lying down, the whites of his eyes showing. “Can’t you help ‘im, missus?”

“I’ve tried everything I know.” Suddenly Estella had an idea. “Do you know of a remedy for bellyache, Mai?” It was too late for Stargazer to race, but if she could relieve his pain, she’d try anything.

Mai looked at the horse again. “Not for a horse, missus.”

“It doesn’t have to be for a horse, just as long as it gets rid of tummy ache.” The Aboriginal woman wasn’t clear about what had happened the previous night, but she believed that Estella had saved Binnie from some unthinkable fate. “Please, Mai. I’m desperate. You showed me something once for tummy ache. Please, get it.”

Although she felt like muddy water, Mai went off into the bush to find what she needed.

Mai made an infusion from several ingredients, which Estella squirted into Stargazer’s mouth. She had suggested Mai make the mixture much stronger than usual because it was for a horse, and within an hour, Stargazer was on his feet, and Estella was walking him. She could hear the cheers from the crowds at the race meeting, but pushed them from her mind and concentrated on helping Stargazer. By four o’clock, he had lifted his tail and deposited an enormous amount of dung, which was slightly purple in colour. He also passed masses of flatulence. As far as Estella was concerned, the relief on his face was priceless, and she couldn’t thank Mai enough. As far as Mai was concerned, her debt to Estella was paid.

Estella sent Binnie to fetch Marty. When he appeared, he was as white as a sheet. He stared at Stargazer in disbelief. “Fair go, Estella, I thought,” he said, pausing to wipe the perspiration from his brow. He’d actually thought the worst.

“Sorry to scare you, Marty, but I wanted you to see for yourself that Stargazer’s much better. He’s passed whatever caused the problem.”

“I’m so relieved,” Marty said, stroking Stargazer’s velvety nose.

“Mai made me up something that the Aboriginals use, and thank God it worked. They have some amazing healing knowledge.” She was thinking of what Kylie had given her to stop her from losing her baby. “Who won the cup?” Estella asked in a small voice.

Marty rolled his eyes. “Plumbago. Clem is celebrating in the pub and gloating like a dog with two--” He stopped himself short and cleared his throat. “As far as I know, he’s only got his station hands for company. Nearly everyone else has gone home.”

Estella felt sorry for Marty. It should have been him celebrating with the townsfolk. “Has Stargazer ever had colic before?” she asked.

“No. Oh, wait a minute. He did have a dose when he was just a colt.” He glanced at the pile of dung on the ground. He stepped closer to see it better and was stunned.

“It is a funny colour, isn’t it?” Estella said, noticing his surprise. “I don’t know what to make of it. Have you got any ideas?”

Marty shook his head. “I have to go, Estella. Phyllis needs me in the store.”

When Marty entered the pub at seven o’clock, he was in no mood to run into Clem Musgrove, who he thought would have been gone. He wouldn’t have come at all, but Charlie had urgently needed some supplies.

“How’s your horse?” Clem shouted as soon as he saw him. He had the winner’s trophy sitting on the bar beside him, but he wasn’t drunk. Clem rarely drank, but he’d been ordering his workers drinks all afternoon--whiskey when the beer had run out--and most of them were lying on the floor, either sleeping or out cold. Marty stiffened. He thought he’d been cheated out of that cup and now he knew for sure.

Charlie was leaning on the bar, looking as dispirited as the rest of the town. Everyone had felt let down, and Marty knew it.

Marty had caught the sarcasm in Clem’s tone. He wanted to ignore him, but he wouldn’t give Clem the satisfaction of knowing he’d irked him. “He’s fine,” he said purposely injecting some cheerfulness into his tone. He placed a box of supplies on the bar beside Charlie.

“Made a miraculous recovery, has he?”

Marty knew Clem was still insinuating that he’d purposely pulled Stargazer from the race. “I don’t know about miraculous, but he’s passed the problem.”

“Never mind. You were spared the humiliation of losing fair and square.”

Marty felt like wiping that self-satisfied smirk off Clem’s face. “I wouldn’t have lost, and we both know it. Stargazer is the fastest horse for hundreds of miles. No horse ever got near him in a race.”

“He’d have Buckley’s chance against Plumbago. He did the mile in one minute, forty-four seconds today. That has to be a course record.”

“Stargazer did it in one forty-two in time trials.”

Clem scoffed, but Marty glared at him with grim determination.


CHAPTER 21

Estella was cleaning and redressing the dog’s wound, when Charlie appeared.

“I just came by to see how you are,” he said almost sheepishly.

She looked up at him briefly. Afraid of becoming emotional if she saw the sympathy in his eyes, she concentrated on the dog. “I’ve been worried about Marty,” she mumbled.

“He told me Stargazer is all right now.”

“He is, but it looks suspiciously like someone had given him something that disagreed with him. Marty suspected it might happen, so I’m sure it’s driving him crazy wondering who it was.”

Charlie thought about Clem and Marty. Something grave was going on between them, and he’d sooner not know what it was, so he’d left them in the bar. Estella stood up and dusted her knees off. She came out of the kennel and closed the gate. “Tell me the truth, Uncle Charlie,” she said in little more than a whisper. “Is everyone blaming me?” She still didn’t trust herself to look at him.

Charlie didn’t know what to say. There’d been so many negative comments, but he understood that everyone was looking for someone to blame. “No,” he said, but even to his own ears his denial sounded feeble. “Naturally everyone was upset when Stargazer couldn’t race.” Especially John Fitzsimmons and the journalists. “They were looking forward to seeing him run again.” And winning some money on him. “But they’ll get over it. It still turned out a pretty good day.”

The races had all gone ahead, but the mood hadn’t been the same once Stargazer had been scratched, and then to make matters worse, the pub ran out of beer. When two racing camels left the track and ran through the spectators after being spooked by kids with fireworks, they had nearly caused a riot. Luckily no one was injured, although the photographer with the journalists had his camera smashed by a bucking camel.

In a bid to salvage something from the trip, John Fitzsimmons decided to interview Clem Musgrove on the air. He soon realised he’d made an error, as Clem was one of the most immodest and gregarious men in the outback. He proclaimed Plumbago was the new ‘bush wonder’ and went on to tell the story of how he ‘discovered’ the horse. It was a truly mundane narrative, John found out, certainly nothing to rival the account of Stargazer’s rise from the ashes in the few short weeks that Estella, a novice vet with an unusual approach, had been in town.

When Charlie had gone, Dan came over. He found Estella sitting on her back porch.

“How’s Stargazer?” he said, but she could tell by the way he was looking at her, that he really wanted to know how she was. “He’s fine, Dan, and before you ask, so am I.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” he said. “I know you must be terribly disappointed, but you know stress isn’t good for you or the baby.”

“I’m not likely to forget with you reminding me all the time.” Estella gave him a small smile to let him know she appreciated his thoughtfulness. “I’m all right, really, Dan, just a little sad for Marty.”

“Marty knows the racing game has its up and downs. He’ll be fine. I’m sure he’s relieved that Stargazer is all right, and, really, that’s all that matters, isn’t it?”

Estella nodded. “Thank you, Dan. I needed someone to bring things into perspective. Believe it or not, a few months ago I was a normal, rational human being. I can hardly stand this over-emotional sop I’ve become, and barely remember when I was capable of making swift, insightful decisions and seeing the positive side to even the worst catastrophe.”

Dan smiled. “And in a few months, you’ll be composed and in full control of your emotions again.”

“God, I hope so.”

“Meanwhile, I see you have a new patient in the kennels,” he said.

“Yes, I visited the Aboriginal camp on the other side of the sand dunes last night. When I noticed they weren’t treating that dog’s infected leg, I couldn’t leave her there.”

Dan was impressed by Estella’s dedication. “You remind me of Ross Cooper,” he said.

Estella looked up at him, and her heart skipped a beat. “Do I?”

“Yes. I think the two of you would have gotten on well.” Dan looked at the ground. “I wanted to explain why I left the dance so abruptly.”

Still thinking about his comment, Estella said, “There’s no need. I understand.”

“Do you? You may find this hard to believe, but that’s the first time I’ve ever attended the pre-race dance.”

Estella was surprised. She’d imagined he took every opportunity to drink, even social occasions, but that wasn’t the case. At the pub, he usually sat alone in a corner and drank as much as he could, as fast as he could, in an effort to drown his pain. The pre-race dance brought the people from the stations into the town, and that reminded him of what he’d done. This year he had been thinking of Estella and attended for her sake. But when he found himself alone for a few minutes, his demons caught up with him, and he had to leave.

“I should have known I wouldn’t be able to cope.” The temptation to drink had been unbearable, but he hadn’t wanted to let Estella down--for all the good it did him. He may as well have gotten roaring drunk, because he felt like a complete failure for rushing away, leaving her to fend for herself amongst so many strangers.

“I shouldn’t have danced with Murphy, leaving you alone, Dan. I’m sorry.”

“I shouldn’t need someone to mollycoddle me, Estella,” he said with obvious frustration and embarrassment. Estella could have tried to dispel his feelings of worthlessness, but she felt it would be kinder to be truthful.

“You have to come to terms with whatever makes you drink. If it’s this place, get out of here, Dan.”

Dan didn’t reply. He couldn’t bring himself to tell Estella why it was necessary to keep wiping himself out. That would mean facing up to something terribly painful, and he wasn’t ready to do that. And he certainly couldn’t forgive himself for what he’d done.

After Dan had gone, Estella felt restless, so she went for a walk. The evenings were always more pleasant than the days, because it was much cooler. She’d been told the desert temperatures dropped to freezing overnight in the colder months, but she found it so hard to believe.

As the shadows of darkness crept over the earth, the full moon appeared like a giant silver ball in the sky. It illuminated the earth with a pale light that softened even the harshest aspects of the desert. Estella headed towards the racetrack. She had expected to find quite a mess, but after the last race Francis Waitman, the resident race caller, had asked everyone to help clean up. Unlike city people, country folk never baulked at pitching in to help each other, something Estella had yet to get used to.

When Estella stepped onto the surface of the clay pan racetrack, she noticed it had been churned by galloping hooves into an off-white powder. She walked along the track for a while and then climbed the sand dunes again. At the top, she sat down to catch her breath. The town looked so quiet and still, squatting in the moonlight. She could almost believe that things were as they should be, and that everyone for hundreds of miles was not upset because their champion hadn’t even made it onto the track, after she’d built up their hopes that he’d win the Kangaroo Crossing Cup again. She was never more thankful that she had talked Charlie out of making his ‘big announcement’. She couldn’t bear to think about how much worse things could be if he’d told everyone that feed was arriving for their stock, and then it didn’t come.

As Estella gazed over the dauntingly vast landscape, which seemed capable of swallowing up the tiny town of Kangaroo Crossing, movement caught her eye. At first she thought it was roos or emus, but two horses and riders materialised out of nowhere. They were coming towards the track, walking side by side, but there was a sense of sombreness and purpose about what they were doing. She wondered who they could be, and why they were heading for the track at such a late hour. As they neared the clay pan, the reflection from the moon on the pale surface illuminated them, almost as if they had walked under a street lamp. The riders were wearing silk racing colours, but she couldn’t identify them because of the caps that shadowed their faces. One horse was a grey and the other a chestnut. The chestnut tossed his head restlessly, and Estella saw the blaze on his forehead and gasped. It was Stargazer. She suddenly remembered the photos in Marty’s store, and remembered that his racing colours were black and gold. She had overhearing Marty and Murphy talking about Plumbago and one of them, she couldn’t remember which, had mentioned that Clem Musgrove’s horse was a grey. But why were they riding onto the track in the darkness, when no one was about?

“Surely they’re not …” she whispered. “They couldn’t be.” But even as she tried to deny what she was seeing, their sense of purpose was too obvious. They were going to race!

Estella was sitting on one of the highest dunes near the bend in the track, which meant the moonlight afforded her a good view in both directions. She could see the starting line, although it was a considerable distance away, and she could just make out the finish line, marked by white posts. She watched as the horses walked the distance towards the starting line sombrely, giving her time to worry over Stargazer’s state of health. She didn’t believe he should be racing after what he’d been through that day. He seemed perfectly well, with no strange effects from the concoction Mai had made, but she doubted he was in first-class racing condition. If Marty had consulted her, she would have suggested Stargazer rest for at least a day or so. She wanted to call out and stop him, but knew nothing would avert his ‘sense of purpose’. Call it male pride, call it ego, but there were some things a man thought he had to do, and for Marty, it was silencing the likes of Clem Musgrove and proving a point. A small part of Estella understood.

By the time the horses reached the starting line, Estella’s nerves were ragged. When they turned and paused, she held her breath. At that point, they were just dark shapes in the distance. Estella said a prayer for Stargazer and waited. “Let him be all right, God,” she pleaded.

It seemed to take forever, but finally they took off. It was difficult to be sure, but it looked like Plumbago got the better start. As she watched, Estella could barely breathe. As they headed in her direction, her heart began to pound. They were galloping beside the inside rail, and it looked like Plumbago had gained ground. Marty had told her that Stargazer always led the field, so he obviously had a fight on his hands.

Unable to stand the tension, Estella got to her feet. She wanted to close her eyes, but the two horses hypnotised her. As they flashed past her, they were head to head, with Plumbago on the inside. The riders’ colours--black, gold, green, and red--were a blur in the moonlight, but Estella strained to distinguish them. The thunder of hooves matched her racing heart as particles fine as moondust, thrown up by their hooves, followed in their wake. Estella thought her heart would stop. “Come on, Stargazer,” she cried, choking with emotion. Every sensible thought fled from her mind. She wanted Stargazer to win just as much as Marty did.

At the 750-yard mark, Estella strained to see who was in front. “Go, Stargazer. Go,” she cried. The rider of the grey was using the whip, but she knew Stargazer would be giving his heart.

With 150 yards to the finish line, it looked like Plumbago was leading again, but then Stargazer fought back. With seventy-five yards to go, Stargazer pulled away, and Estella thought she would burst with happiness. Tears streamed down her face. She blinked and brushed them away, not wanting to miss a second. When she saw the riders flash past the white posts and slow their mounts to a canter, she knew the race was over. Stargazer had won, but it had been a battle. She cried out with relief and sank down in the sand. A few moments later the jockeys turned their horses and met on the track. They seemed to exchange words and then shook hands. Then Stargazer headed in the direction of the main street, and Plumbago headed down the track, towards the visitor stables.

Estella let out a deep, ragged sigh of utter relief. She quivered with overwhelming happiness and pride. It was an unbelievable moment, everything she had hoped it would be--the culmination of weeks of hard work and a dream come true. It didn’t matter that she had been the only witness to the race. She felt blessed and grateful to whatever force had drawn her to the sand dunes. She was thrilled for Marty because all his faith in Stargazer had been vindicated. She smiled and looked up at the stars. “I did it,” she whispered. “I was a big part of what just happened.”

Estella closed her eyes and recalled the first moment she had laid eyes on Stargazer. He’d been a pathetic sight. He’d come a long way since then, and she felt so blessed to have been part of his journey back to health. She would still have felt a measure of accomplishment even if he hadn’t raced, but she had to admit his private victory made it all the sweeter.

When Estella got home, Marty was rubbing Stargazer down. There was no sign of his racing colours or saddle. He was so engrossed in what he was doing that he didn’t hear her approach. For a few moments she watched him interact with the horse.

“There, fella,” Marty said, rubbing him briskly. “It’s been a long day for both of us.” He stopped for a moment and smiled. “You’ve certainly earned a good rest.” Clem had insisted that Plumbago had lost to Stargazer because he’d already run his race that day, but he had no idea what Stargazer had been through. He’d given more than his best to catch Plumbago, who, Marty had to admit, was a damn good horse, and he had a new depth of respect for his opponent’s horse.

Stargazer reacted as if Marty were patronising him, and picked up one of his brushes, dropping it in his water trough. Estella covered her mouth to stifle a laugh at the look of shock on Marty’s face.

“Yer as cheeky as ever,” he snapped, retrieving the brush and shaking it vigorously. Stargazer threw his head back and curled his lip as if laughing at Marty, who waved his finger at him. “But don’t be thinking you’ll get away with that tomorrow.”

“He knows you’re all talk,” Estella said, no longer able to contain her amusement.

Marty turned. For a few moments he looked at Estella, quite obviously surprised to see her. The moonlight was casting shadows on her face, but he sensed she was in a peculiar mood. “Where’ve you been?” he asked.

“Were you looking for me?”

“I thought you might be asleep. You didn’t get much last night.”

“Neither did you.”

“No, but I’ll sleep well tonight.” He glanced at Stargazer, but when he looked at Estella again, he saw the corner of her mouth move upwards. “Have you been walking?”

“Yes.” She could almost see Marty’s mind ticking over. “Actually, I’ve been sitting on the sand dunes by the race track.”

Marty’s face slowly split into a grin. Estella smiled back--a big, beaming smile. There was no need to say any more. Marty went back to his grooming, and Estella, suddenly overwhelmed with weariness, decided to go to bed. She smiled at Stargazer and rubbed his velvety nose. He looked well, with no lasting effects from the colic.

Early the next morning, Estella popped into the pub to see Charlie, to tell him she was going with Murphy to Yattalunga Station. She had passed Marjorie Waitman and Wags in the street, and bid them good morning. They’d answered her, albeit curtly, but she noticed any eye contact was only brief. “Is this what I have to expect?” she asked herself as she entered the pub.

As soon as she saw her uncle, she noticed he was agitated. She immediately suspected something had gone wrong with their plans to bring feed up from South Australia. She’d already noticed that the planes that had brought John Fitzsimmons and the journalists to town had gone.

“What’s happened?” she asked him.

“What do you mean?”

“Don’t try to protect me, Charlie. I know something is wrong.”

He looked at her as blankly as he could, but as far as Estella was concerned, he had a face like an open book.

“Well?” she said. “I can see John Fitzsimmons has gone.”

“That’s right,” he said, rubbing a cloth across the bar. “He had to get back to the city because he was needed at the radio station.”

“I thought he wanted to wait for the feed to arrive.”

“He did, but something important came up.”

Estella felt like a stone had dropped into the pit of her stomach. “The feed isn’t coming, is it?”

Charlie looked up, his expression a mixture of indignation and embarrassment. “Of course it is.”

“When?”

“I’m not exactly sure, but it will get here.”

“Has there been a hold-up?”

“A minor problem.”

“What sort of problem?”

Charlie was clearly getting flustered with all the questions, and Estella was becoming exasperated that getting every detail out of him was as difficult as pulling teeth.

“The train has been temporarily delayed fifty miles south of Leigh Creek,” he said.

“Delayed! Why?”

“Nothing serious, a minor derailment. The heat sometimes warps the tracks.” Estella closed her eyes in disbelief.

“They’re sending a crew down from Marree to fix it. It shouldn’t take more than a day or so.” Shamus Rourke had told him the camels were ready and waiting in Marree, but their Afghan handlers were not renowned for their abundant patience.

Estella knew that Charlie was minimising the situation. She was suddenly very pleased to be leaving town, even if it was only for a few hours.

“I’m going out to one of the stations with Murphy.”

Charlie looked startled. “I had hoped Murphy would fetch me some beer from Quilpie.”

“Well, it won’t be this morning. I have a customer who needs my attention, and the poor animal has waited long enough.”

Charlie wanted to explain that there was no bigger disaster than a pub without beer in the outback, but he could see she was in no mood to hear his point of view.

“In the event that my return is delayed, I have given Mai some instructions on feeding and looking after a dog I have in my care, but we both know she is not the most reliable person, so could you please check on things at my place if I am not back by dark?”

“Which station are you going to?” Charlie had not given up on his beer yet.

“Yattalunga. Murphy says it’s about an hour and a half flight, so we should be back early this afternoon. But just in case Ralph Talbot has other animals that need my attention, and we’re delayed.”

Yattalunga was north-west of Kangaroo Crossing, so that dashed Charlie’s hopes of asking Murphy to make a stop to pick up some beer. “I’ll check on things. I won’t have anything else to do, anyway,” he grumbled.

“Have you seen Marty this morning?” Estella asked.

“No, but he’ll probably keep to himself for a few days.”

“I saw him last night. He seemed in a reasonably good mood.” This was a gross understatement. When Estella awoke after a good night’s sleep, she was more able to appreciate the significance of what had happened the night before. She wanted to find out whether Marty intended to tell anyone about the race, but she didn’t have time to go to the store.

Charlie was preoccupied, so he really didn’t take in what she had said. Despite the fact that it was early morning, he was in desperate need of a cold beer, so it was going to be a really long day.

When Estella had settled in the plane, Murphy prop-started the engine. Soon they were travelling down the main street sending up clouds of dust. Estella found she quite enjoyed travelling in the Cessna. She’d been nervous on her first trip, but she noticed Murphy was very thorough in his preparations, and she didn’t get airsick sitting up front with him.

“Have you ever had any mechanical problems that have forced you to make an emergency landing?” Estella asked him when he climbed aboard.

“No, but there’s always a first time.” Murphy grinned as he buckled up.

Estella scowled at him. “Did anyone ever tell you that you have a very strange sense of humour?”

“Do you think anyone around here would notice?”

Estella had to smile. “Probably not.”

They were an hour into their journey, past what pilots call the ‘point of no return’, the halfway mark, and had covered roughly a hundred miles of desert, when Murphy flicked a switch to change from one fuel tank to the other. He’d already done it once, because he did it every thirty minutes to keep the weight in the fuel tanks even. A few moments later, the engine spluttered and died.

“What happened?” Estella said in alarm. She looked at Murphy, who only appeared to be mildly concerned, while she expected the plane to drop out of the sky. “I’m not sure,” he said.

Murphy tapped the fuel gauge over his right shoulder, and the needle dropped back to empty. “What the hell?” He’d put enough fuel in the tanks to do the trip with at least a couple of hours flying time to spare. His mind raced through possibilities. Had one of the fuel lines broken? Fuel was known to expand in the heat on the ground and contract once in the cooler air, but that wasn’t a likely scenario. He checked the magneto, master switch, and then flicked the fuel switch back to the left tank. “Come on, baby,” he said, waiting for the engine to restart. The prop was still spinning, but the engine merely spluttered once. He glanced at the gauge for the left tank. It was still showing plenty of fuel, certainly enough to get them to Yattalunga Station.

“Why won’t the engine start?” Estella said, panicking. She still expected them to fall out of the sky, but amazingly it didn’t seem to be happening.

Murphy tried it again, but nothing. “The fuel line must have sucked air,” he said, glancing at his right wing. As the fuel lines were gravity-fed, there was nothing he could do. There didn’t seem to be a leak, but there was another possibility. The seal on the fuel tank cap might have decayed. It was on top of the wing. If that had happened, and it was rare, the fuel could have been sucked out of the tank by the air pressure. “We are going to have to make that emergency landing you were talking about earlier.”

Estella eyes widened. “How can we do that?”

“We’ll glide in.” Murphy scanned the terrain for a landing spot. They were travelling over the Simpson Desert, which, from three thousand feet, looked mostly flat and featureless, but Murphy knew it was a different story on the ground. It could be rocky, or they could end up in unstable terrain that was like quicksand.

At the rate they were losing altitude, Murphy knew he had little more than five minutes before they touched down, so he couldn’t waste any time finding somewhere suitable. Seeing a spot that looked flat and reasonably clear, he began to circle.

As they got closer, he could see the landing area was not ideal; there were a few bits of scrub and plenty of rocks, but nothing close by looked any better. They’d be very lucky to land without any damage to the plane or themselves. Estella found the silence unbearable. She longed for the comforting sound of the engine. “Oh, God,” she cried. “Will we survive this?”

“I’ll do my best, Estella,” Murphy said calmly. He glanced at her pale, stricken features. “Be brave. We’ll be all right,” he said. Turning the yoke, he circled again. They had already dropped over a thousand feet. Just the fact that he wasn’t being flippant terrified her. If he was taking their situation seriously, they must be in trouble. Estella’s first thoughts had been for her unborn child. She clutched her abdomen and the tiny baby growing inside her. I can’t die, she thought. My dear baby hasn’t been born yet.

“We can’t crash, Murphy. We can’t.” She grabbed his hand in a vice-like grip.

“We won’t,” he said, glancing at her. “Don’t panic, Estella.” They were just five hundred feet off the ground. As far as Estella was concerned, the ground was getting nearer at an alarming rate.

“You don’t understand,” she said.

“I know you are frightened, but I’ve been flying for years. The landing might be a bit bumpy, but we’ll be all right.” He knew he was playing down the danger. Their landing could be disastrous. The Simpson Desert was rocky, rugged terrain.

“I’m pregnant,” Estella blurted out.

“What?” Murphy went ashen.

“I don’t want my baby to die before it’s born.”

“Christ, Estella! You picked a fine time to tell me that.” He went light-headed just thinking about what could go wrong. “Why didn’t you say something before?”

By the tone of his voice, Estella suspected he might have refused to fly her to the stations, had he known. “I didn’t want anyone to know.”

Suddenly Murphy felt sick. He didn’t need that kind of responsibility. It brought back terrible memories.

Murphy’s forehead beaded with sweat. When Estella saw the perspiration, she panicked. She went giddy with fear, and suddenly found it difficult to breathe.

“We’re going to die, aren’t we?” She looked out of the window at the ground that was speeding past and saw how rocky and rugged it was.

“Get your head down. In the crash position,” Murphy said between clenched teeth, as he braced himself. He knew they’d be very lucky if they both didn’t die.

Estella glanced at him. He was clutching the yoke so hard his knuckles had turned white.

“Get down, Estella,” he shouted as the back wheel of the plane touched the ground.

Estella felt the plane shudder as the wheel bounced over rocks. When it slammed into a large, immovable rock that was jutting out of the ground, it brought the front wheels down so forcefully they collapsed. Estella heard the deafening screeching sound of metal against rock as the fuselage slid over the ground, and then a sudden loud crash as the propeller struck the ground with so much force, the blades bent backwards. Above her own screams, she heard Murphy cursing. The back of the plane lifted off the ground and then spun around violently. Rocks and shrubs smashed against the right side, shattering the windows. Estella had her head on her knees and was squeezing her legs so tight her arms had gone numb. She didn’t see the fuselage rip open like a sardine can, or the heavy radial engine plough into the cockpit before the plane came to a sudden, violent stop. 


CHAPTER 22

“James! Where are you going?”

Wearing a heavy overcoat, hat, scarf, and carrying a briefcase, James was standing with his hand on the knob of the open front door. Rolling his eyes in frustration, he closed the door against the chill wind of a late autumn morning. Biting back his resentment, he turned to face Davinia and forced himself to smile. “I have a client to see, darling. I told you last night, remember?”

“Can’t your client come here?” Davinia whined. She was standing on the stairs in one of her less appealing, but ‘comfortable’ dressing gowns. Not for the first time, James thought she looked unkempt and every day of her forty-odd years. In her defence, she’d slept little of late, but the fact that she sometimes made little effort with her appearance annoyed him, especially when he thought back to the days before their affair, when she’d always been coiffured to perfection.

“I can’t ask my clients to come here,” he replied between clenched teeth. “It’s more professional to see them in the office. I wish you would make an effort to understand, Davinia.”

She didn’t and had no inclination to pretend she did. “You know I need you here, James,” she said, descending the stairs to walk towards him.

James knew well enough. She had turned into the moodiest person imaginable. “I’m sure you will be all right for a few hours, darling.” He turned to the front door again.

“Don’t you love me anymore?” Davinia whimpered.

James cringed. He was sick of her constant need for reassurance. It was draining him of any enthusiasm for the relationship. He couldn’t remember Estella ever asking him such silly questions. “Of course I do, darling,” he said turning back to her. “I don’t know what I would do without you.”

“Then stay home with me?” She reached for his hand with both of hers. It took all his willpower not to shake her loose and make a run for it. “I told you, I have a client waiting, Davinia. It’s John McClennon.” John was a good friend of her stepfather’s and very influential, but they didn’t have an appointment. James only wished they did.

Davinia acted as if she hadn’t heard him. “You know you don’t need to work, James,” she said, looking up at him coquettishly. James thought such an adolescent expression looked absurd on a woman of her years, and even though he enjoyed her money, he hated being reminded that she kept him. He was finding out the hard way that you couldn’t put a price on peace of mind.

“I must keep up my contacts, Davinia. Besides, I don’t believe a man should be underfoot all day. I won’t be long, I promise.” He planted a kiss on her less than firm cheek and hurried out the door before she could protest.

The bracing wind took some of the heat out of his face, but James felt sick to his stomach. Davinia had already spent an outrageous amount of money turning one of the upstairs rooms into a nursery and had dragged him up to view it on numerous occasions. She talked about the baby, Estella’s baby, incessantly, but the reality of the situation had escaped him. Initially he had found her interest in the baby a consolation from her constant irrational mood swings and subsequent floods of tears, but he quickly came to the conclusion that he preferred tears to her ridiculous, illogical fixation. Just the sight of the crib and baby toys sent a chill down his spine. Talk of nannies and nursery schools made him want to flee.

James headed for his sanctuary, the Savoy Hotel. The tearooms were warm and comfortable and afforded him privacy, but, best of all, Davinia couldn’t reach him there. He hadn’t had any real clients for weeks, although he’d been offered tidbits of work. He’d reluctantly declined because he knew if he went to his new office, Davinia would ring him and beg him to come home, and she wasn’t above resorting to emotional blackmail. He could take days of the silent treatment. In fact he welcomed them. He could also take her withholding sexual favours. But when that didn’t work, she tightened her purse strings. He had thought that in time she would give up her obsession with the baby Estella was expecting, but it was all she thought about, night and day. She constantly badgered him about going to Australia to retrieve the child, even when he repeatedly told her it wasn’t due for months.

“When is the baby due?” she asked time and again, but he couldn’t be sure, which baffled her. He didn’t understand it himself. In fact, he still found it almost impossible to believe that Estella was expecting their child, and that he hadn’t suspected a thing. He didn’t even consider the fact that he’d been preoccupied worrying about how long he could hide their disastrous financial affairs and his illicit relationship with Davinia.

As James sipped his third cup of coffee and read his newspaper for the second time, Marcus and Caroline Wordsworth entered the tearoom. When he looked up and saw them, he inwardly groaned.

“And I thought my day couldn’t get any worse,” he muttered. Getting up, he intended to leave. Caroline saw him and shuddered with revulsion, but then thought of her frustrating attempts to contact Estella. She had to find out if her daughter was all right, even if it meant speaking to her detestable son-in-law.

“James,” she said, stopping his hasty exit.

“I’m in no mood for an argument,” he said, folding his paper and tucking it under his arm. In actual fact, the sight of Caroline and Marcus sent a jolt of overwhelming shame through him. He hadn’t seriously contemplated taking the baby from Estella, but he felt guilty because he had gone along with Davinia’s plan--in theory. Caroline suspected his mood had very little to do with seeing herself and Marcus, and felt just the tiniest bit gratified that his life wasn’t as perfect as he’d imagined it would be. If it completely fell in ruins, she’d be thrilled.

“Have you been in contact with Estella?” Her cold tone did nothing to hide her bitterness.

“No,” James snapped.

Caroline could barely control her anger. “Don’t you think you should?”

“I intend to go to Estella when the baby is due,” he said, suddenly realising he had the perfect opportunity to find out exactly when that would be.

Caroline looked as astonished as she felt. “Really?” Her instincts told her he wasn’t having a sudden change of heart, but for Estella’s sake, she held a glint of hope.

“Yes. When is the baby due?”

“According to Florence, she conceived in mid-June, so the baby is due late March. But you of all people should know that.”

Biting back a nasty retort, James left the dining room with a red face.

A buzzing noise was the first conscious sound to invade Estella’s mind. Her nose twitched as flies crawled over her face. She became aware that one side of her face felt unbearably warm, as her cheek was pressed against the inside of the plane’s metal shell. The panelling had broken away, and the afternoon sun was beating down on the outside. Estella lifted her arm to swat the flies, and was alarmed at how stiff she felt. As she opened her eyes just a fraction, the glaring sunlight coming through the broken window almost blinded her. She tried again and again, until her eyes adjusted and she was able to focus. To her horror, she saw huge ants crawling over something sticky only inches from her face and quickly realised it was blood. She gasped and noticed the back of her hand was cut, and her other arm was covered in scratches. “Ugh!” she squealed, knowing she would soon have been covered in ants.

In a split second she realised where she was, and remembered what had happened. “Murphy.” She turned her head sharply, and searing pain shot through her neck. She gasped in alarm when she saw a huge chunk of metal separating her from the pilot. Staring at it in disbelief, she was hardly able to comprehend that it was the engine of the plane, and it had destroyed the instrument panel.

Murphy was still strapped in his seat. His head was lolling, so she knew he was unconscious …or worse. There was a stream of dry blood trailing over his eye and down the side of his face, which was covered in flies. The blood was coming from a nasty gash near his hairline. Noting that the blood around the wound was almost dry, Estella assumed she must have been unconscious for some time, although the desert heat was scorching. Had it been an hour, or several hours? She was wearing a watch, but one glance confirmed it was broken. Her hand flew to her tummy. She had no pain, but she was terrified for her baby. Remain calm, she told herself, over and over. Taking a deep breath, she turned to reach out and touch Murphy. “Wake up, Murphy,” she said, but her voice was little more than a hoarse whisper, and her chest felt sore. Her hand was shaking, so she took a few deep breaths. I’m fine, she told herself. It’s a miracle I’m alive, but I’m going to be all right.

With trembling hands, Estella fumbled with her seatbelt, and noticed her legs had been forced into a small space and felt battered and sore. She knew she was lucky her legs hadn’t been crushed by the plane’s engine and suddenly thought of Murphy’s long legs. “Let him be all right, God,” she prayed, flicking ants away from her.

Climbing out of her seat, Estella crawled into the back of the plane, which looked like it had been in an explosion. Containers, the contents of which she was ignorant, were strewn everywhere amidst glass, rocks, and bits of bushes. She leant over the back of Murphy’s seat and called his name again, but he didn’t move. Tears filled her eyes as she felt his neck for a pulse. A sob of relief choked her when she found it. At least he was alive. She looked down towards his legs and noticed one was cut and bleeding and surrounded by flies, and the other seemed to be partially wedged under the engine.

“Oh, dear God,” she groaned. “We need help.”

Estella crawled towards the door and tried to open it. At first it wouldn’t budge, and she panicked. Crying and shaking, she pushed and pushed, until finally it gave way. As the door swung back, she looked out at her surroundings, baking under a glaring sun. She was horrified to see a wide gouge in the landscape--the path the sliding plane had taken after it touched down. Bushes were flattened, and rocks pushed aside. She saw the plane’s wheels and bits of metal and windows. It was a trail of destruction. The plane was now resting at an angle, as it leaned on one wing, with the bent propeller firmly embedded in the ground. Beyond them, there was nothing. The landscape was almost flat and featureless for as far as the eye could see. They were literally in the middle of nowhere. Estella had to stop herself from panicking.

Hearing a groan, Estella turned to Murphy. She crawled over to him and cradled his head. “Es-tella,” he rasped.

“I’m right here,” she said. His eyes fluttered open, and his cut face creased in pain. He looked momentarily confused. “We’re alive,” he whispered in complete disbelief.

That he was astonished made Estella realise just how lucky they were. It was a miracle they’d survived. “Are you all right?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Is the …is the …” He couldn’t say it.

“The baby is fine, but right now it’s you I’m worried about.”

He looked down at his legs and the radial engine that had been pushed through the cockpit. “Christ,” he muttered. One leg hurt like hell, and the other was frighteningly numb and swollen, but when he tried to dislodge it, pain almost caused him to black out again. It crossed Murphy’s mind that they still might die. He glanced to where the radio had been, but his entire instrument panel had been smashed by the plane’s engine. Why didn’t I radio our position before we went down? How could I have been so stupid? It was standard procedure, but then he remembered Estella telling him she was pregnant and all rational thought going from his mind. He’d made a costly mistake, one that could well see them lose their lives.

Thoughts were racing through Estella’s mind. The instrument panel and radio had been destroyed, but she took comfort in the fact that Murphy would know how far it was to the nearest homestead or Aboriginal settlement, and someone would come looking for them when they didn’t arrive at Yattalunga Station. She knew Murphy had been flying over the outback for years, so she had little doubt that he knew the bush like the back of his hand. She had to believe that she couldn’t be stranded in the desert with anyone more competent or with more knowledge of the terrain than Michael Murphy. She certainly couldn’t consider the possibility that they had survived the plane crash to die of starvation or dehydration in the desert before they were rescued.

Murphy’s thoughts were far less optimistic. He knew they were at least fifty miles from the Yattalunga homestead, and there were no Aboriginal camps in the area. If Charlie or Dan were told they hadn’t arrived, they would radio Longreach so that a search plane would come looking for them, but that wouldn’t happen until daylight the next day, and it would take hours to reach them in the Simpson Desert. He was sure his leg was broken and even surer that it would be almost impossible to find them in the vastness of the desert. But how did he tell Estella that it might not be a blessing that they’d survived?

When James arrived home, Davinia was waiting for him. Surprisingly, she was dressed and appeared to be in a sombre mood.

“Hello, darling,” he said, putting the newspaper on the hallstand. Davinia was in the drawing room, sitting beside the fire. She was looking at him through the open door, and her lips were compressed, as she drummed her fingers on the wooden arm of the chair.

The warm greeting James was waiting for did not come. “Is something wrong, Davinia?” She caught the wariness in his voice, or was it guilt?

“How did your meeting go?” she asked.

The steely tone of her voice sent a chill down his spine. Davinia was a lot of things, but she wasn’t a fool. “I didn’t meet with John,” he said, guessing she already knew.

“What did you do?”

He thought quickly. Obviously Davinia suspected him of something dubious, like seeing another woman. He had little doubt she’d ruthlessly toss him out without a second thought if she believed he were being disloyal in any way. “I had a meeting with Caroline and Marcus Wordsworth.” It wasn’t an arranged meeting, but that detail wasn’t important.

Davinia’s blue eyes narrowed. “What about?”

“The due date of the baby, of course.”

Davinia experienced barely a flicker of elation, which convinced James she was in a callous mood indeed. He had the feeling she’d already made up her mind that their affair was over and tried not to panic. Davinia had been suffocating him of late, but he still very much enjoyed the lifestyle her money afforded him. He’d do anything to keep it. Anything.

“I know how much it means to you, darling,” James said as he entered the room. “I wasn’t sure they’d see me, which is why I said I had a meeting with John McClennon. I didn’t want to get your hopes up.”

Davinia didn’t say anything. She continued to tap her fingers on the arm of the chair, and he noticed her foot was swinging restlessly, as it did when she was displeased about something. He tried to remember when, if ever, he’d seen her expression so cold. It chilled him to the bone.

“Anyway, the baby is due in March, so I’ll make plans for the journey …if you still want me go?”

Davinia turned away from him and looked into the flames of the fire. James knew she could adopt a baby quite easily if she really wanted to. Now that she couldn’t conceive, she didn’t need him, which was a terrifying prospect. Only one thing stood in her way--the reports on her recent state of mind--but with her money and connections, he knew she could soon alleviate any problems.

Estella, however, had neither money nor connections, so if he went to Australia armed with a court order that said she was bringing the baby up in unfit conditions, and he wanted sole custody, he was sure she would hand over the child. He didn’t want to do it, especially as he had no desire to be a father. He knew he’d already broken Estella’s heart and taking the baby would be a cruel blow, but he’d do whatever was necessary to keep the lifestyle he was born to enjoy. He’d almost convinced himself that he would be doing the child a favour. He or she would have everything the child’s heart desired. If he tried really hard, he could successfully block out the knowledge that the poor child would have an irrational, manipulative stepmother and a disinterested father.

“I’ve been thinking,” James said, kneeling beside Davinia’s chair. She turned to look at him.

“What about?” she said with a hint of suspicion.

“Why don’t we ask Giles to be our child’s godfather? I know he’d be the baby’s step-grandfather, but I think he’d be honoured to be godfather, as well.” Davinia didn’t answer him, but he noted the light creeping back into her eyes and knew she was only thinking about Giles’ money. “What do you think?” he said, giving her his most disarming smile.

Davinia’s features broke into a warm smile. “How thoughtful of you, darling.” She embraced him, and James let out a ragged sigh of relief. 


CHAPTER 23

Ralph Talbot shaded his eyes against the blinding sunlight and looked up at the vast expanse of sky that stretched before him. He was searching for a light plane and listening for the hum of an engine. But all he saw was an endless, azure horizon, void of even a wisp of cloud, and the only sounds to be heard were the caw of a lonely crow and the bellowing cattle in the home paddock. He glanced at his watch for the tenth time in as many minutes. “Where the hell are they?” he muttered. Beginning to feel anxious, he turned back to his chair on the veranda. Using his hat, he impatiently swatted a tabby cat that had claimed it, and looked down at Rusty, who’d once been his best cattle dog. He was a pitiable sight, covered in an itchy rash that discouraged him from chasing the cat. As he scratched his body, which in places had bald patches that were red-raw, Ralph mumbled optimistically, “You’ll soon be right, old mate.”

It was ten o’clock. By Ralph’s calculation, Murphy and the new vet he’d sent for were at least a good half an hour late. His first reaction was to wonder if the new vet would always be so unreliable, but he knew he was being unfair. Searching his mind for a feasible explanation for why they hadn’t arrived, he decided there was always the possibility their departure had been delayed, so he sat down again and told himself that everything was all right. But in the back of his mind he knew that Murphy would have radioed to say he was going to be late. He was as reliable as the drought. Ralph decided he’d give them a few more minutes, and then radio Charlie to see what time they had taken off.

At twenty past ten, Ralph had run out of patience and feasible excuses and went into the house to radio Charlie. His house, like many other station homesteads, wasn’t connected to electricity or the phone, so they relied on the pedal radio to keep them in contact with the outside world.

As soon as Charlie heard his voice, he knew something was wrong, and his chest tightened. He envisioned telling Florence something had happened to Estella, but quickly pushed the horrible thought from his mind. Estella was the daughter Florence had always wanted, and it would kill her if she came to any harm. As for Murphy, Charlie admired and loved him like a brother, and he’d become very fond of Estella and felt some responsibility for her welfare, so he said a silent prayer that they were both safe and sound. “Murphy and the vet haven’t arrived,” Ralph said gravely. “What time did they leave town?”

“A few minutes after eight,” Charlie said, his heart beginning to thud. It was his job to make a note of what time the plane left, and he had the logbook in front of him. “They should have reached your place long before now,” he said. All bush publicans were unofficial recorders of outback traffic. When someone left, or arrived at the pub, it was recorded. It was the only way of knowing if someone didn’t reach their destination.

Charlie’s mind raced. He considered the possibility that Murphy had made a diversion, but when he recalled Estella telling him that they were going out to Yattalunga, she hadn’t mentioned going anywhere else, and neither had Murphy, as he would have done. He was very professional in that way. He’d made a note, heading 290 northwest, which was his flight path to Yattalunga Station. Thinking about whether they would have made an unscheduled stop, he knew there weren’t any homesteads on the way to Ralph’s, which meant something must have gone wrong.

“I’ll try and contact the plane,” Charlie said sombrely. A few minutes later he radioed Ralph to say he hadn’t been able to get any response, not even static. They both suspected the worst, but neither wanted to say it out loud.

“Maybe Murphy had to make an emergency landing,” Charlie said, clinging to hope. “And the radio has been known to go on the blink, so that could be why we haven’t heard from him.”

“An emergency landing and a faulty radio …I just can’t see it,” Ralph said. Charlie didn’t want to face the worst and felt a tinge of anger towards Ralph, who was too much of a pragmatist as far as he was concerned. In his heart he knew Murphy would have radioed immediately if something had gone wrong, so he was all the more baffled. A little reassurance would have gone a long way. “I’ll call Longreach and get a search plane in the air,” he said. “We can’t waste any time.” He couldn’t even bear to think about injuries or something happening to Estella’s baby.

The nearest station owner with a private plane was Jock McCree, but Acacia Ridge, a holding of several thousand acres, was up near Winton, two hundred miles north of Longreach, in the Gulf Country. He’d probably be willing to help search for Murphy and Estella, but it would take him the best part of a day to reach the search area.

When Charlie telephoned Longreach, which was the main flying doctor base, he was dismayed to find out that one plane was on the ground with engine trouble, and the other plane had taken a doctor out to Jericho, where a critically ill patient had to be airlifted to Brisbane. In desperation he radioed Jock McCree.

“I’m sorry we can’t help,” Mary McCree said, “but I’m not expecting Jock back from a muster for at least a week, and nobody else can fly the plane.”

Cursing in frustration, Charlie hurried over to the hospital. “It looks like Murphy’s plane has gone down,” he said to Dan and Kylie, “and I can’t get help. I telephoned Longreach only to learn that one plane is on route to Brisbane, and the other has engine trouble.”

Dan went white, and Kylie’s legs almost crumpled beneath her, so she sat down.

“Did Murphy give you his position?” Dan asked.

“No. I haven’t heard from him, and the radio in the plane seems to be dead.”

“What about Jock McCree? Have you been in touch with him?”

“Mary said he’s on a cattle muster, and he isn’t expected home for a week. We’ll have to organise a ground search party.”

“A ground search! Without some idea where they are, we’d have Buckley’s hope of finding them,” Dan said, panicking.

“Well, what do you suggest?” Charlie’s anxiety suddenly got the better of him. “We can’t bloody well leave them out there, can we? If they’ve ….” He couldn’t bring himself to say crashed. “If they’re alive, and I won’t believe otherwise, they’ll be depending on us.”

Dan knew Charlie was right. And they both knew what Charlie was thinking.

Kylie felt the tension. She had to do something. “I’ll get word to the Aboriginal community,” she said hurrying outside.

Charlie decided to speak his mind. “You could--”

Dan interrupted him. “Don’t say it, Charlie. It’s out of the question, and we both know it.” Charlie looked at him gravely. He wanted to say plenty, but knew it was useless. Just the same, it was on the tip of his tongue to say that two people’s lives were at stake. But he didn’t have to. He could see by the look in Dan’s eyes that he knew exactly what was at risk.

Gripping his trapped leg with both hands, Murphy pulled and cried out in agony. Estella watched his perspiring, contorted face anxiously. He looked weak and ashen. She was sure he was about to lose consciousness again and panicked at the thought of being alone and unable to help him.

“What can I do?” she asked, but he only shook his head and took deep breaths before trying again. He’d felt around and found part of his calf muscle was jammed under the engine. Had it been the bone, he would never have been able to free himself. He suddenly understood what a dingo felt like with its leg in a trap. The temptation to gnaw it off was powerful. It was just lucky he didn’t have a knife within reach.

Taking several deep breaths, Murphy tried again, this time pushing the engine away with one hand and using his other hand to pull his leg with all his might. He felt a searing pain, like his leg was being ripped apart, and then he fainted.

Estella looked down at his leg. Miraculously, he’d pulled it free, but blood was soaking his trousers at an alarming rate. If she didn’t act quickly, he’d bleed to death. She searched for the first aid box and found a container of water. She also got her own medical bag to see if there was anything in there that she could use.

Climbing over Murphy, Estella awkwardly positioned herself so that she could work on his leg. She was almost relieved that he had fainted so that he didn’t have to suffer while she cut his trouser leg off above the knee and examined the damage. It was a gory sight, horrific enough to make her feel light-headed. His muscle had been ripped open, exposing his fibula, which was broken in two places just below the knee, and there was extensive bruising and swelling in the area. She applied a pressure bandage to stop the bleeding, but the bone needed to be set, and she couldn’t do it where he was. She had to bring him round and make him climb out of the seat. He needed to lie flat with his leg elevated. Opening the container of water, she splashed some on his face. “Murphy, can you hear me? Wake up.”

He came round after a few moments, but he looked terrible.

Fearing he was going to pass out again, Estella splashed a little more water on his face.

“What are you doing? God, I hope you’re not wasting water.”

He glanced at the open water container in her hand. “Estella! The water you’ve foolishly wasted could have kept us alive for two days.”

Estella was incensed at his reaction, especially as there were several containers of water in the plane. “I only splashed a little on your face to bring you around. You have to get out of your seat.”

“Get out of my seat?” Murphy glanced down at his bandaged leg, and it was as if the pain suddenly registered, and his head fell backwards. What little colour he had in his face drained.

“Stay with me, Murphy. You need to elevate your leg,” Estella said. “Can you get out of your seat?” She undid his seat belt. “Please try.”

Murphy looked at her. His eyes were dull, and beads of sweat were running down his face. He was in terrible pain, and she worried that he was dehydrating. She handed him the container of water and encouraged him to drink. “I could do with something stronger,” he said, but he swallowed two large mouthfuls and then took a couple of deep breaths. Using his arms, he lifted himself out of his seat. He cried out in agony as he bumped his broken leg and literally fell into the back of the plane. For a few moments he lay still, with his eyes closed, and Estella thought he had fainted again.

Climbing out of the plane, Estella began searching for a straight piece of wood that she could use as a splint. Finally she had to break a branch from a Wattle bush. Back in the plane, she knelt over Murphy.

“Are you conscious?” she said softly. She hoped he wasn’t, because it was going to hurt like hell when she set the bone in his leg.

Murphy opened his eyes. “Who wants to know?”

Estella almost smiled. Murphy sounded like his old self. Belligerent. “Dr. Estella Lawson,” she said.

“I may not be a gentleman, but I’m not an animal, so don’t get any ideas.”

“There aren’t any animals as pig-headed as you, but if I don’t set the bone in your leg, and it begins to heal incorrectly, Dan will have to break it again when we get back to Kangaroo Crossing.”

“I wouldn’t worry about that,” Murphy said.

Estella felt like she’d been slapped. “Why not?”

He looked at her, and she could see by his expression that he didn’t think they were going to be rescued, which made her furious. “I’m surprised at you,” she snapped.

“Why? For being realistic about our situation? I’m not going to lie here and pretend all is well, Estella.”

“I know all is not well. I’m not an idiot.”

“The radio is broken, and we’re at least fifty miles from Yattalunga Station. I have a broken leg, so I can’t walk. We’re in trouble.”

“We’re alive, Murphy, and by now Ralph Talbot will have radioed Charlie, and he’ll know something is wrong.”

“All Charlie can do is radio Longreach, and no one knows our position, which is my fault. It would easier to find a needle in a haystack than locate us in the Simpson Desert. I should have radioed our position before trying to land, but I wasn’t thinking straight.” He glanced at her tummy region.

Estella knew he had been shocked when she told him about the baby, so in a sense, it was her fault. “We’re going to die because of my negligence,” he said. “Christ! I can’t believe this is happening.”

“I won’t listen to self-pity and a defeated attitude. You know this country like the back of your hand.”

“Which is why I know we have almost no chance of surviving.” He noted how horrified she looked. “I’m sorry, but I can’t sugar-coat the facts. There’s no point. We survived the crash, but we’ll almost certainly die out here.”

Estella gasped. “Don’t you dare tell me that my baby and I will die out here. I won’t listen. I have an animal back home that needs my care and a future with my child to think about.” In the last few weeks she hadn’t thought her future looked bright, but it suddenly looked infinitely more appealing than no future at all. She jumped out of the plane and began to walk aimlessly. She was so angry she could barely think straight.

“Estella, come back,” Murphy shouted.

She ignored him.

He couldn’t bear to think of her wandering off and dying alone. He felt like he was reliving a nightmare. “Estella, I’m sorry. Please, come back.”

Estella stopped and turned towards the plane. She knew she couldn’t leave him alone with a broken leg. She couldn’t be that inhumane, even though his attitude almost warranted it. Besides, where did she think she was going? “Why should I?” she said, still feeling resentful. She didn’t understand his mind-set at all. She should have been the one thinking like him, and he should have been reassuring her that they’d be found.

Murphy sighed. “I thought you had more sense than to listen to a man who’s had a knock on the head.”

“Keep talking like that, and I’ll be tempted to give you another one.”

The situation was so absurd that Murphy half laughed and then cried out in pain. “Now see what you’ve done.”

“That’s right. Blame me.” She marched back to the plane. She knew Murphy had received a knock on the head, so she really shouldn’t take anything he said too seriously. Opening her bag, she looked through the drugs she carried until she found some morphine. “What are you going to do?”

“Give you an injection to help with the pain while I set and stitch your leg.”

“Are you going to use animal drugs on me?” Murphy was horrified.

Estella gave him an exasperated look. “Morphine is morphine.”

“Will I be able to walk?”

“No, you must keep off your leg.”

“Then I’ll be no use to you.”

“Is that what’s bothering you, your foolish male pride?”

“Male pride doesn’t come into it. How can I be useful if I can’t walk?”

“Your mind is still working, isn’t it?”

Murphy looked at the ceiling of the plane and wondered how fate could have dealt him such a cruel hand …twice. When he glanced back at Estella, he noticed her hands were shaking. For the first time he realised she might be in shock. It wasn’t every day you survived a crash landing. “Are you all right, Estella?” He winced as pain shot through his leg.

She stopped what she was doing and looked down at him. “Yes, I think so.”

“Thank God.”

“I have thanked him, believe me.”

“Are you sure you know how to set my leg? I don’t want it as bent as the hind leg of a kangaroo when you’ve finished.”

Estella frowned at him. She knew it wasn’t male pride talking this time. He was more than a little concerned about her ability. “I’m all the help you’ve got, Murphy, so you have to trust me. Besides, kangaroos seem to get around all right.”

Murphy failed to see the humour. He cursed the fate that had put him in such a terrible position. He should have been trying to save both of their lives, but he couldn’t do a thing. “Don’t worry about being gentle. Just do what you have to,” he said grumpily.

Estella didn’t know how frustrated he felt. She thought he was trying to hide his fear. “I’ll keep that in mind.” She began drawing the morphine solution into a needle. “How much do you weigh?”

“This is a fine time to be concerned about my weight.”

Estella sighed in annoyance. “I never realised you were so vain. I’m asking about your weight because I don’t want to give you an overdose.”

Murphy frowned. “I weigh about 190 pounds,” he said, glancing at the needle dubiously.

“That’s about the weight of a full-grown pig.” After doing a mental calculation, Estella stuck the needle in him. A few minutes later his pain had dulled, and he had an overwhelming urge to sleep. He was barely aware of Estella working on his leg.

When Murphy next opened his eyes, Estella was sitting beside a campfire. The sun was slipping below the western horizon, taking the heat with it, but the sky was streaked a brilliant red. He was in no mood to appreciate nature’s display of beauty, as he was well aware of how savage it could be. He glanced at his leg, which ached, but was neatly bandaged, and he put his hand up to his head, where the skin felt tight. He felt three stitches near his hairline. He turned to look at Estella again. She seemed to be deep in contemplation, and for a few moments he watched her. Her composure surprised him, but not nearly as much as her courage and capability. She was so different.

“Where did you learn to make a campfire?” Murphy asked.

She turned to look at him. “I’ve watched Mai do it often enough. How are you feeling?”

“Not bad, considering. Are you eating beef jerky?”

“No, tawaltawalpa.”

“What is that?”

“Bush tomato. There’s a good supply nearby.” She got up and brought a couple over to him. “Surely you’ve tried them before?”

“No. Believe it or not, I prefer one of Charlie’s steaks. Are you sure they’re not poisonous?”

Estella smiled. “I’ve had them many times before when I’ve gone on bush walks with Mai. There’s also a small bush of desert raisins over there.” She pointed in the direction of the setting sun.

Murphy looked surprised.

“I know you’ve got an emergency supply of rations in the plane, but we should live on what we can find first, and eat the rations as a last resort.”

Murphy was impressed yet again with Estella’s level-headedness. Unfortunately, without a miracle, he knew it was going to make it harder for her to face the inevitable.

She sat down next to him. “Do you think Ralph is mustering on his station?”

Murphy knew she was thinking some drovers might come past. “His southern boundary is about ten miles north of here. I doubt his cattle ever stray this far. There’s not much to eat around here.” Estella looked mildly disappointed. “Do you always fly the same route to Yattalunga?”

“Not exactly. It’s not like I have to stick to a road.” He knew what she was thinking. “Believe it or not, Estella, we’re almost invisible from the air. It would be a miracle if someone spotted us.”

Estella had an idea, but she chose her words carefully. “If you didn’t have a broken leg, what would you do to make us more visible?”

Murphy thought about it. “I’d make a runway, lined with rocks. I’d also put something coloured over the plane, to make it stand out from the air.”

“Like what?”

“There’s a yellow blanket in here somewhere. If a plane should fly anywhere near us, a large, smoky fire would also help.”

“Where would you make a runway?”

“Somewhere as flat and clear as possible. There’d be a lot of rocks to move, though.”

“I’ll start looking for somewhere suitable at first light.”

Murphy stared at Estella in disbelief. “In my present condition, it would take me months to do it.”

“You won’t be doing it. I will.”

“You can’t do it, not while you are pregnant,” Murphy said angrily. “You’d get sunstroke in five minutes.”

Estella’s eyes narrowed in determination. “Pregnant women work in the fields in other countries. As for the heat, I’ll work in the mornings and in the evenings, even in the moonlight, if I have to. And don’t tell me I’m wasting my time. Even if our chances are slim, I’m going to make the most of them.”

Estella didn’t think it was wise to tell Murphy that she’d walk all the way to Yattalunga if she had to.

One thing was certain. She had no intention of dying in the desert.


CHAPTER 24

When Dan Dugan entered The Crossing Hotel, he was surprised to find Edna by herself in the bar. “Where’s Charlie?” he asked. For a moment he wondered if Charlie had gone off to search for Murphy and Estella, but then he heard voices in the lounge.

“He be in there, Dr. Dan,” Edna said, pointing in the direction of the closed lounge door, from behind which the din was rising.

Dan suddenly remembered the meeting Charlie had organised. Since he’d learnt Murphy’s plane had gone down, he’d been so distressed and preoccupied that he had been almost unable to perform his duties at the hospital. Luckily the few patients he’d seen had minor problems, and he’d made only one serious near-blunder. He’d been treating an elderly Aboriginal man with ash in his eye and had gone to bathe it with antiseptic solution. Luckily Kylie had noticed what he was doing and stopped him before he did any serious harm.

“I’ll have a beer if you are serving, Edna?” He was sure a drink would settle him. Edna shook her head. “No beer, Dr. Dan.”

Dan felt a moment of panic. Then he remembered that the race-goers had drunk the pub dry. “Haven’t you got anything?”

Edna mistook his desperation for surprise. “Nothin’.”

Dan felt sick. He’d never felt more like a drink in his life. All he’d been able to think about was Estella and Murphy, somewhere out in the desert. When he thought about Estella being hurt or losing her baby, it broke his heart and filled him with self-loathing. He looked at his hands and clenched his fists to stop them shaking. I’m no good to anyone like this, he thought.

As Dan approached the lounge door, he couldn’t help noticing that the voices he could hear were arguing. Nobody even noticed when he slipped into the back of the meeting. Charlie was trying to organise a search, but the townsfolk and a few of the station owners were obviously not in one mind as to how to go about it. Tempers were short and emotions charged. Dan understood why. Murphy had always handled emergencies. Now he needed help, and no one could agree about how best to proceed.

“It makes sense to wait for a search plane,” Teddy Hall said.

“It’s madness to be trekking around the desert,” Francis Waitman added.

“Plenty have perished out there,” Teddy added. “And I don’t want to be one of them. Anyway, Murphy wouldn’t want two or three of us to die searching for him.”

“That’s true,” Marjorie Waitman said. “Of course it would be more sensible to wait,” Charlie said, “but a plane won’t be available for a few days, and in the meantime, Murphy and Estella could die.”

“Murphy always carries a first-aid kit and rations and plenty of water,” Barney said.

“That’ll be no good if,” Charlie could barely say it, “if they’re seriously injured.”

“Perhaps the plane with engine trouble at Longreach will be fixed quickly,” Marjorie said.

“I doubt it if they can’t get parts,” Charlie said, “and I don’t think we can take that risk.”

“We have no idea how far they got,” Barney said. “The plane could have gone down ten miles from here or a hundred. It would take a search party more than a week to reach them if they’d flown a hundred miles before going down.”

“I really think waiting for a search plane is the only sensible thing to do,” Teddy said. A few mumbled in agreement.

“I disagree,” Charlie said, his voice charged with fear and frustration. “You are assuming they’re a hundred miles away when they could be five or ten miles away. I’m not willing to sit here and do nothing, hoping that a plane will get to them in time. I want to begin a search. We may not find them, but I can’t sit here and do nothing. Murphy would never leave one of us out there. Who’s willing to go with me?” He looked around the room.

“I will,” Marty said.

Charlie knew he could always count on Marty, but as for the rest of them …

The silence stretched.

“Count me in,” Wags said.

“And me,” Kylie said.

Charlie frowned at her.

“You might need a nurse,” she insisted.

Charlie had to concede she might be right. Estella might need her, especially if something was wrong with the baby.

“It’s too rough for a woman out there,” Marjorie argued. She wouldn’t dream of going out there herself.

“We’ll look out for her,” Charlie said. He had no intention of mentioning the baby, and neither did Kylie.

“Kev will go,” Betty said, nudging her husband, who looked momentarily surprised.

“Too right,” he added with belated enthusiasm.

“I’ll go,” John Matthews said. He ignored the dark look from Teddy.

“Me, too,” Dan said, speaking from the back of the room.

“Thank you, Dan, but it’s best you stay here,” Charlie said. “We can’t put the lives of the families on the stations at risk.”

“I can’t get to them without Murphy,” Dan said. His frustration and feelings of impotence were obvious to all in the room.

“No, but we both know you’ve given valuable advice over the radio that has saved lives, and we’ll have Kylie.” Charlie still hoped that Dan would be forced to face his fears and act.

Dan dropped his head. “I want you to listen for a call from Murphy, Dan,” Charlie said. “If the radio’s playing up, he might get it working.”

“I’ll keep in contact with Longreach,” Barney Everett said. “I think it’s the wisest thing to do.”

Charlie nodded. “Well, the six of us will set off at first light.” He was finally relieved to be doing something practical. “Ideally, it would be best if we split into twos and spread out,” John Matthews said. “That way we could cover a fair amount of ground between here and Yattalunga.”

“I think that could be too risky,” Marty said. “We should stay within sight of each other.”

“But we could miss them, and then this whole exercise would be a waste of time.”

“Let’s face it, John,” Marty snapped. “Without a plane in the air, we’d need hundreds of men to cover the Simpson, and we just haven’t got them.”

“I can take the truck up,” Wags suggested.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Charlie said. “It’s rough country out there.”

“The ol’ girl has covered plenty of rugged ground in her day,” Wags argued.

“I think Charlie is right,” John said. “But if Estella and Murphy are hurt, you’ll need transport to bring them back here to the hospital,” Wags said.

“He’s got a point,” Francis Waitman said.

“You could be on standby,” Barney said. “If the searchers find Murphy and Estella and they’re alive, someone can come back for you.”

Phyllis burst into tears, and Marjorie comforted her, muttering, “Of course they’re alive.”

“Maybe Wags is right,” Charlie said. “The truck would be useful. The going might be slow, but we could carry lots of water and supplies, and we might need transport to bring Murphy and Estella back.” He went faint at the thought of Estella or Murphy being seriously hurt.

Dan had heard enough. He slipped out of the lounge and was heading for the door when Edna called out to him. “Hey, Dr. Dan, I found a bottle with somethin’ in it,” she said.

Dan stopped and licked his lips in anticipation. “What is it?” He didn’t really care. At that moment turpentine would have tempted him. Going back to the bar, he inspected the dusty bottle that Edna had found behind the counter. Silverfish had chewed the label, but he recognised what was left of the Royal Navy insignia. Removing the crumbling cork, he sniffed the acidic contents. It was rum, the kind often referred to as ‘gut rot’, and it was anyone’s guess how drinkable it was.

Thinking she was doing something kind, Edna cheerfully poured some of the contents into a glass, treating Dan to a broad, toothless grin as she passed it to him. Aboriginal voices at the back door distracted her, so she went to investigate. She’d asked two of her brothers to accompany Charlie into the outback, just to make sure he got back safely. She didn’t trust his survival skills any further than five yards from the pub.

Dan clasped the glass and stared at the cloudy, reddish-brown contents. His knuckles were white as he battled his conscience. On the one hand, he desperately wanted to drain the glass, even though he knew it wouldn’t be enough. On the other hand, the liquor repulsed him almost as much as his weaknesses. Crying out in agonised frustration, he swiped at the glass, sending it crashing across the bar.

As darkness began to fall, and a chill crept across the Simpson, Estella started to think about where she might sleep. She wasn’t keen to lie down on the stony ground near the fire because she had a fear of scorpions, which she knew were nocturnal. When she thought about snakes and some of the biggest ants she’s ever seen, let alone spiders, she knew she wouldn’t get a wink of sleep. She glanced towards the plane. Murphy appeared to be sleeping soundly, so she decided she’d also bed down in the plane. It was improper to be sharing quarters, even if there was no other choice, but under the circumstances it seemed absurd to be worrying about propriety.

Estella crawled into the plane and quietly pulled the door to behind her. She found the yellow blanket Murphy had mentioned earlier, and lay down behind him in a space where she’d removed as much broken glass and debris as she could. Thinking Murphy must also be feeling chilled, as the windows of the plane along one side had been smashed, she thought it only right she share the blanket. Making sure she didn’t touch him, she gently covered him and herself and closed her eyes. “I’ll see if I can put the radio back together tomorrow,” Murphy whispered, surprising her.

Estella didn’t know what to say. She wondered if he was dreaming or if the morphine had made him delirious, but it seemed unlikely. She felt embarrassed and flustered. “All right,” she mumbled, and squeezed her eyes shut. She wanted to ask if he was in pain and unable to sleep, but a few moments later his breathing became steady and heavy.

Dan went back to the hospital, but there were no patients. He was relieved because he didn’t want anyone to see him in such a terrible state. Kylie had gone to the Aboriginal camp behind the dunes to talk to the clan members, and Betty and Kev had gone home. Knowing he’d never get to sleep, Dan didn’t know what to do with himself. He couldn’t remember ever feeling so restless, and desperately wanted to numb himself. He considered taking one of the medications he kept, but pushed the idea away as quickly as it came. Thankfully, he’d never stepped over that line.

Dan felt as if his past had finally caught up with him and he panicked. He recognised the symptoms that he’d always drowned with alcohol--the shaking that had started hours ago and the sweating. He’d never let himself get to the point of feeling anxious, but now it couldn’t be avoided. Thoughts he’d always held at bay crept into his mind. He couldn’t push the face of William Abernathy away, or stop thinking about that day, long ago, when William’s young life had depended on him. In an effort to escape his thoughts, he went outside again and walked around the hospital until finally he was standing before the old hangar, staring at the shadowy bulk of the old plane. His mind kept flashing back, making him reel.

Over the years Dan had tinkered with the engine of the old plane. He found a small comfort in doing something mechanical. Needing to do something now, he lit a lamp and picked up a bolt and wing nut. He knew where every nut, bolt and wire went. He’d dismantled the engine so often that he could do it in his sleep, but he always stopped short of actually assembling it to working order. Looking at his shaking hands, he threw the bolt down again in sheer frustration and walked away.

Estella opened her eyes to find herself cuddled up to the warmth of Murphy’s body. Although he had his eyes closed, he wasn’t asleep. He’d slept for an hour or so, but the pain in his leg had kept him awake for most of the night. Embarrassed to find herself so close to him, Estella moved away quickly and crawled out of the plane. It was just light enough to see, so she began scouting for a suitable landing strip.

About seventy yards from the plane, Estella found a site that had some possibilities as a landing strip. It was fairly flat and sparsely dotted with very small shrubs and covered in rocks. All but a few were movable, and luckily those that weren’t were on what would be the very edge of the ‘runway’. She began picking up the smaller rocks and lining the side of the ‘strip’ with them. She moved the heavier rocks by using a large branch as a lever, and rolling them to the side, ever conscious of what they would look like from the air. Within an hour, the sun was scorching, and her back was aching. She was perspiring like a leaky rainwater tank, but determined to at least clear a twenty-yard area. Another hour passed, and she’d had enough. Her hands were blistered, and she was desperate for a drink. As she walked back to the plane, she began to feel light-headed.

When Estella got to the plane, she sat down in the shade outside the open door and had a drink of water. Murphy was lying on his side, awkwardly stretched between the front seats, working on the radio. He was cursing in frustration, as the damage was extensive, and it was almost impossible to work in a prostrate position and in such pain.

“It’s no use,” he said in utter frustration, cursing the radio under his breath and throwing a pair of pliers to the back of the plane.

Estella was feeling flat, emotionally and physically, and burst into tears. Murphy looked at her in surprise as she sobbed. He hadn’t expected her to accept their dire circumstances so soon, and frankly it shocked him.

“Estella,” he said, “Are you all right?” He was thinking of the baby. It was so unfair that the poor child hadn’t had a chance to experience life, a tragedy, and he felt so utterly responsible.

“Do I look all right?” Estella blurted out.

Murphy didn’t know what to say. “If you don’t think we’re going to make it, what chance do we have?” Estella said between sobs. “Why am I even bothering to try and make a runway?”

Murphy had no answers. He could have reassured her, but he was sure she wouldn’t believe him if he said they’d be rescued, and he didn’t think it was fair to lie to her. There was only the smallest possibility he could get the radio working, and even less chance that a search plane would stumble upon them.

Estella turned her head and looked at him with watery eyes. He recognised her despair and knew she was thinking of the baby’s life, as well as her own life. He considered his own life almost worthless, but thought it was unjust that someone as young and talented as Estella should die. He thought about what kind of mother she would have made. She was sensitive and compassionate with animals, so he imagined she’d be the same with a child.

“I never thought of you as a quitter, Murphy,” Estella said, interrupting his thoughts. “I thought if I had to be in this situation, you would be the best person to be with.” Murphy avoided her steady, watery gaze, but he scoffed at her, confusing her all the more.

“How many people have you rescued out here? Five? Ten?” she asked. He didn’t have to answer. She knew he’d probably rescued dozens over the years. “How many of them just gave up and lay down to die?”

He still didn’t reply. He was thinking of the one person he hadn’t been able to save.

“I want to believe we’ll be rescued, but I need some back- up, some support, Murphy. We have to do it together, or we may as well just take an overdose of morphine.”

Murphy looked up in shock. He never imagined Estella would end it herself. “Don’t do that, Estella.”

“Why not? Would it be better to die of dehydration or starve to death?”

“Maybe it won’t come to that.”

“Yesterday you were confident it would, and I just heard you say, ‘it’s no use.’”

“Why should that surprise you? Just look at the radio.”

Estella glanced at it. It was quite a mess. Her bottom lip began to tremble, and Murphy felt himself weaken.

“I need you, Murphy,” Estella sobbed.

He looked out at the desert and wished he didn’t have a broken leg. He always carried a compass, so he knew in which direction Yattalunga Station lay. He could have walked it, but there was no way he’d let Estella do it alone, and without crutches or a horse, he couldn’t get there. “As I’ve got a broken leg, it would be foolish to leave the plane,” he said. “We have enough water for about a week, that’s all.”

“I’m sure Charlie will be mounting a search,” Estella said. “And Marty and Dan will help, won’t they?”

“We’d better hope they enlist the aid of the local Aboriginal tribe because Charlie and Marty wouldn’t know north from south if they had three compasses each.”

Estella dropped her head. “Tell me we’re going to make it, Murphy. I have to believe it, even if …” She began to cry again. Murphy shuffled forward and put his arm around her shoulders. “I can’t tell you that, Estella, because I honestly don’t know. I’m just a man, an injured man. I don’t know what I can do to get us out of this mess, but I’ll try.”

She looked at him, her large green eyes welling with tears again. “Do you mean it?”

He nodded. He didn’t believe he could save them, but he couldn’t stand to see her so heartbroken. He certainly couldn’t tell her that Charlie and Marty would never find them.


CHAPTER 25

“I don’t know about you, but I’m already fed up with these ‘bush tomatoes’,” Murphy grumbled, tossing the remains of one into the distance.

Estella understood Murphy’s frustration. She felt the same about the bush tomatoes, but they both knew they had to eat what nature provided before starting on the rations in the emergency supply. It was their only hope if they were going to survive until they were rescued.

The strain on Murphy’s face mirrored his suffering. His skin, which had taken on an ashen pallor, was soaked in perspiration, and he had lines of strain around his mouth. Estella was tempted to give him another morphine injection, but she thought it best to keep what she had left until it was absolutely necessary to use it. Even so, she couldn’t help admiring Murphy’s courage because he hadn’t asked for it. “I should do more work on the landing strip,” she said.

Murphy was worried that she’d overdo it. “If you could find me a five-foot sturdy tree branch that could serve as a crutch, I could help you,” he said.

Estella was opposed to that idea, but she kept it to herself. “I’ll look for something, but, meanwhile, you concentrate on fixing the radio,” she said.

It was late afternoon, so the heat of the day was losing its sting. Estella tossed dozens of rocks from what she hoped would be the centre of the runway, deciding she’d lay them in a line after she’d finished most of the clearing. More than once she received a nasty surprise when she lifted a rock, and a wide variety of creepy creatures, including scorpions, small lizards, slaters, and earwigs were cowering in the shade beneath.

As the sun began to set, Estella straightened up and rubbed her aching back, sparing a moment to take in the view. The beauty of the desert in the setting sun stunned her, but it was impossible to forget how savage and unforgiving it could be. The red sky reflected the earthy hues of the infinite land beneath it. The distant boulders seemed to glow, and the nearby low dunes shimmered like gold dust. It was easy to believe no living creature could survive in the Simpson, but Estella had only to glance at the ground to see many species that called the desert home. Such species included the enormous purple and black ants that, if she stood still for more than a second, ran up her trouser legs and bit her. The bites were extremely painful and left hard, red lumps that were itchy. The largest ants, which were a good half an inch long, seemed to prefer the small, flat, clay pans that she crossed to get to the ‘runway’, so Estella tried to avoid these areas. There was also an infinite variety of prickles growing everywhere-- from little hairy ones to cruel barbed cactus plants. The only way to remove them from the ‘runway’ was to smash them with a rock and flick the remains aside with a stick. It was time-consuming, hard work, but necessary in order to avoid being pierced by the thorns.

Murphy had made progress with the radio. Although it was literally hanging in pieces, he’d connected wires and could hear static, but it was a frustrating exercise to work out why he couldn’t receive or send a message. Finally, he found that the microphone wires had been ripped from their connections. Working out which one went where almost drove him to distraction and in the stifling heat and in so much pain, it was difficult to think straight. At the time the one fuel tank ran dry, he’d estimated his ground speed to be seventy knots in a head wind. He’d also noted in the flight log that he’d passed Wilson’s Creek ten minutes earlier, so he thought they must have come down about fifteen miles north-west. If he could just relay this information, they’d have a fighting chance.

“This is Michael Murphy. Can anyone hear me? Over,” he said time and again as he kept playing with the wires.

Dan was passing the radio when he heard static, which seemed to be interspersed with words. “…Can …hear …Over.”

“Is that you, Murphy? Over,” he said thinking it was a man’s voice. “This is Kangaroo Crossing. Murphy, can you read me? Over.” His heart was pounding because at least there was a good chance that Murphy was alive. He was too frightened to think about Estella. The thought of losing her had made him aware of how much he cared for her.

Murphy heard static and was sure someone was trying to reach him. “Kangaroo Crossing, this is Alpha-Bravo-Charlie. My plane has crashed. I’m fifteen nautical miles north-west of Wilson’s Creek. My leg is broken. Request help. Over.”

Dan caught only part of the message. He heard Wilson’s and something about a leg. “Oh, God,” he said. There were no other stations on the way to Yattalunga, so he knew the Wilson’s that Murphy was referring to was Wilson’s Creek, a dry creek bed about seventy miles north-west of Kangaroo Crossing. He’d flown over it often enough with Murphy, so he knew it would take days for Charlie and the search party to reach the area. But what was it about a leg? Had Estella broken a leg, or was Murphy trapped? Not knowing was agony. “I need to radio Longreach and give them Murphy’s position,” he muttered.

When Dan got through to Longreach Airport, he found out that the plane that had gone to Jericho and then on to Brisbane had made a detour and stopped at Goondiwindi in southern Queensland on the way back, so that the doctor could see a critical patient. It wasn’t expected back in Longreach for at least another day. However, the plane on the ground was expected to be airborne within hours. Dan was thrilled, and passed on Murphy’s position before calling Betty to give her the news, which she passed onto Connie, Phyllis, Marjorie, Francis, and Edna. Dan wished he had some news of Estella to set his mind at ease, but his only hope was if he got through to Murphy. Although it was unlikely, he was determined to try. He decided to radio Ralph Talbot first and give him Murphy’s position. He was eighty miles from Wilson’s Creek, which meant he was sixty-five miles from the crash scene, but Dan wanted him to be ready to head out there if for some reason the plane couldn’t get there.

Estella was absolutely exhausted by the time she got back to the plane--too fatigued to look for anything to eat. After having a drink, she virtually collapsed and slept for a little while. When she awoke, Murphy had somehow made a fire and a billy of tea, and was lying down beside her. The effort had left his features ashen.

“Hello, sleepy-head,” he said in a strained voice. Despite his genial greeting, Estella thought his gaze held a glint of anger. Never one to mince words, she soon found out what was bothering him.

“You’ve been doing too much, Estella. You must slow down before something happens to the baby.”

Estella was touched by his concern. “I’m not working too hard, Murphy. It’s just the heat. It makes me sleepy.”

Murphy looked suspicious. “Have some tea,” he said.

Estella got up and poured herself a steaming mug and sipped it gratefully. “How did you manage to do this?”

“Rather awkwardly,” he muttered.

Estella could see he was still in a great deal of pain. She sat down beside him.

“I have some encouraging news,” he said. “But I don’t want you getting your hopes too high.”

“What is it? Is the radio fixed?”

“It’s not working perfectly, but I think I may have been able to transmit our position.”

“That’s wonderful.”

“Now don’t get too excited. There was a lot of static, but I’m fairly certain I was being received, although I couldn’t receive, so it’s not confirmed.”

“But now there’s real hope for us, Murphy. Someone knows we’re alive, so they won’t stop looking.”

“I don’t know about real hope, but there’s a smidgen more than there was a few hours ago.” He offered her a piece of beef jerky, which she gratefully accepted. It was like chewing a piece of leather, but she was ravenous.

“We’ll keep the fire burning,” Estella said, “just in case we hear a plane in the air.” She suddenly thought of the runway. “I’ve got work to do.” She went to jump up, but Murphy held her arm. “Not tonight,” he said.

“But ….”

“No buts, Estella. You are going to rest, and don’t even think about arguing.”

Estella did feel stiff and sore, but she’d felt that way since their crash landing. “All right, but first thing in the morning I’m going to see if I can finish it.” She was exhausted, but there was still so much to be done. She couldn’t possibly finish it in one day, but she was determined to do what she could.

“I can’t believe how many stars there are in the sky,” Estella said. She was lying back in the plane with her head resting on Murphy’s chest. It was pitch dark outside, but the door was open so they could see the glow of the campfire and the expansive, glittering sky. She had often marvelled at the sky from her front porch, but for some reason there seemed to be many more stars over the desert sky. The quarter moon was behind them, but the light shone through the broken windows, bathing the tops of their heads in an opalescent glow.

Estella had been unable to get comfortable, so Murphy had insisted she use his chest as a pillow. Her mood was buoyant after finding out they had a chance of being rescued, so much to her own surprise, she hadn’t hesitated to accept his offer. After what they’d been through together, she felt they had developed an unusual bond.

“I bet you never thought you’d find yourself in this position,” Murphy said.

Estella didn’t turn her head, but she could sense his smug expression. “You mean lying on you,” she said.

Despite the ache in his leg, one side of Murphy’s mouth moved upwards. “Imagine if I had told you on the first day we met, that one day you’d be stranded with me in the desert.”

“I’d have gone back to England on the first flight,” she said, smiling. She felt his mood subtly change and turned slightly to look at him. His features were shadowed, but the moonbeams struck her face, softening her features.

For the first time Murphy was in a position to truly appreciate how beautiful she was. “You knew about the baby when you came out here, didn’t you?” he said.

Although she was taken by surprise, the moment called for complete honesty. “Yes. The baby was the reason I came out to Australia.”

Her reply baffled Murphy. So many questions were going through his mind, but he’d always been a private person and respected others’ need for discretion.

Noticing his frown, Estella knew he didn’t understand. She felt that whatever she told Murphy would stay between them. “My husband told me he wanted a divorce ….”

“A divorce--when you were expecting his child?”

“He didn’t know about the baby. Before I could tell him, he told me children wouldn’t fit into the lifestyle he wanted.” Estella felt a stab of pain, and her eyes brightened with unshed tears.

Murphy couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

“After that piece of information, I didn’t want James to find out about the baby. I didn’t think he had a right to know, so I took the position offered in Kangaroo Crossing.” Not wanting to see pity in Murphy’s eyes, she turned to look at the stars again. “I needed a home and a way to support myself and my baby. James would never allow me to work while we were married, but I am lucky that I have a profession to fall back on.”

Murphy thought he understood why she hadn’t told anyone in town about the baby. Questions and rumours would be rife in such a small community, and he could well understand why she wouldn’t want her personal life subjected to an inquisition. It had taken the townsfolk a couple of years to give up trying to find out about his past, so he knew first-hand what it was like. But Murphy didn’t understand why Estella’s husband wasn’t supporting her. “You have a lot of pluck, Estella Lawford,” he said.

“I thought I was foolhardy or reckless, especially when I saw the town.”

“Well, that would make us all foolhardy and reckless.” He touched the tip of her nose. “Seriously, I’ve always appreciated how hard it must be trying to fill Ross Cooper’s shoes. But you’ve stuck it out, and I respect that.” He couldn’t really express how much he admired her courage. “In fact, I think a lot of people have come to respect you.”

Estella was so taken by his words that she didn’t even think to tell him she was Ross Cooper’s daughter. “I am scared to death,” she admitted. Their unusual, intimate circumstances allowed her to open her heart without hesitation, something else she would never have believed had someone told her. Actually admitting how she felt seemed to lift a burden from her shoulders.

Murphy put his big hand over her small hand resting on her tummy. Estella thought it was a lovely gesture, and for a moment she looked at his large, protective hand in awe. “You will be all right,” he said. “Once the townsfolk know, they’ll do all they can for you. They’re a strange bunch, especially me,” he added, the corner of his mouth lifting, “but when the chips are down, everyone pitches in to help each other.”

Estella thought he made the townsfolk sound like one big family. That might be true if they accepted her, but when she thought back to the night she arrived, she hadn’t gotten that impression at all.

“My first night in Kangaroo Crossing was a disaster,” she said, smiling at the memory. “Imagine if I had broken the news then that I was expecting?” Murphy grimaced at the memory of her initial encounter with the men in the bar of The Crossing. “I don’t think that would have been the perfect time,” he conceded.

She couldn’t help laughing, but her mood soon dissipated when she thought about James and Davinia. She half turned away again, but Murphy could see something else was haunting her. He stroked her hair. “I know you can be a bit testy and hard to get on with at times ….”

Estella gasped. “Thanks,” she said, casting him a mock caustic glare.

Murphy’s annoying smirk suddenly disappeared. “Even so, I just can’t imagine why your husband would want to leave you.” He thought she was very attractive. In fact, although he’d fought it, he’d felt drawn to her since their first meeting. It had frightened him then, and nothing had changed. He kept asking himself whether he just wanted to protect her, but he couldn’t deny she stirred feelings in him that he hadn’t felt for years.

Estella remained quiet for a minute. It did wound her pride to admit the truth, but under the circumstances her dented self-esteem seemed trivial. “He left me for another woman,” she whispered. “My wealthy, widowed cousin, Davinia. James is a solicitor, but he likes to lead the life of the aristocrat. On the day I found out about the baby, I saw them kissing. He was forced to admit they’d been having an affair. He also told me we were in a great deal of debt. I hadn’t been aware of the affair or the mounting debt, which made me feel like a naïve fool.” Estella battled tears, telling herself that James wasn’t worth crying over any more. “Apparently,” she struggled to control her quivering voice, “she was willing and able to give him the life he couldn’t have with me.”

Murphy was shocked that a man could be so shallow. “You’re not the fool, Estella, he is,” he stated emphatically. “Some men would give their right arms for what he had.” He was thinking of Tom Rayburn, who would have given his life. He’d been the happiest man alive until …Estella wondered if he was talking about himself.

The buzzing flies awoke Murphy at first light. He and Estella had fallen asleep where they lay, each with their own thoughts. At some point during the night Estella had felt the cold and snuggled into the warmth of his body. When he awoke, he found his arms around her and watched her sleeping for a while, amazed at how right it felt to hold her close. He could almost believe that she and the baby inside her belonged to him, until she stirred and looked at him like he was a stranger. Embarrassed again to find herself so close to Murphy, Estella sat up abruptly. “I can’t remember falling asleep,” she said, avoiding his steady gaze.

He insisted she eat some tinned baked beans, but he refused to eat any himself.

“Your child needs nourishment,” he said in a tone that brooked no argument. Estella sensed that his protectiveness of her and the baby had grown. For the first time in a long time, and despite their dire circumstances, she felt a sense of peace and well-being. But she couldn’t admit it out loud.

Estella noticed the flies were hovering around Murphy’s bandaged leg. “I must change your bandages,” she insisted. She was worried that the wound had become infected in the heat. Her fears were confirmed when she removed the bandage, and the stitched area was festering and smelt putrid. “You need antibiotics,” she said. There was nothing more than a weak antiseptic in the plane’s first-aid box, which she’d already used. If they weren’t rescued within twenty-four hours, Murphy’s leg could go gangrenous. Estella quickly thought about the bush medicines that Mai had taught her about. Billygoat weed, tree orchid, spike rush, and tea tree bush could all be used in remedies Mai had shown her for healing wounds. The most common tree around was the tea tree bush, or Melaleuca, but they weren’t plentiful in the Simpson. Even so, Estella knew she had to find at least one tree, or Murphy could lose his leg.

Keeping the plane in sight, Estella hunted for a tea tree bush. The sun was blinding and searing, and she fought the desperation and anxiety that was rising in her. She did find some Billygoat weed, which when crushed could be applied to a wound, but she really wanted the healing bark from the tea tree bush to make an infusion to wash the wound with. Mai had told her it was the best natural antiseptic in the bush. Estella made a complete circle of the plane and almost cried with joy when an hour later she found one lonely tea tree bush. Collecting the bark, she hurried back to the plane. When she got there, she was dismayed to see Murphy on his feet, hopping around with the aid of a tree branch.

“I’m going to help you with the runway,” he said in answer to her expression of horror.

“No, you’re not. I’m going to bathe your leg before gangrene sets in,” she said. “Please lie down.” The branch he was using for support didn’t look strong enough.

“No,” Murphy snapped. “Forget about that hocus-pocus, Estella.” He hobbled off in the direction of the runway.

“Murphy,” Estella yelled, but he ignored her. “You stubborn fool,” she muttered. She always had the feeling he cared little for his own welfare, and it puzzled her.

Estella made an infusion from the bark and then set it aside to cool before heading out to the runway to find Murphy. When she got there, she was horrified to see him writhing in pain on the ground, the broken ‘crutch’ beside him. It had obviously given way under his weight. She ran to his side. He had fallen awkwardly, and the broken bone in his leg had pierced the skin. A piece nearly an inch long was protruding. “Oh, God, Murphy,” she said, clasping her hand over her mouth. “What have you done?” She wanted to help him up, to get him back to the plane, but he was crying out in agony and rolling from side to side. Estella stood by helplessly, shaking and crying, her thoughts chaotic. Taking a deep breath, she tried to gain some perspective and clear her thoughts. “I’ll be right back, Murphy,” she said, intending to get the morphine. She didn’t know what else to do.

Dan Dugan received a call from Longreach. “Bad luck, I’m afraid,” Henry Phelps, the airport mechanic said. “The crank shaft they sent for our grounded plane was for a completely different engine, so I’ve had to send it back. I’m afraid she won’t be airborne for days.”

Dan panicked. “What about the other plane?”

“When we thought we didn’t need it, it was diverted to Charter’s Towers.”

“Hell, that’s miles out of the way. Our pilot and passenger could be dead by the time it gets back.”

“I’m sorry. You did say a ground search was underway?”

“Yes, but they’re not likely to reach the crash site for nearly a week, and we don’t know if Murphy and his passenger have enough food or water to keep them alive that long. There must be something you can do.”

“All I can do is try to locate a private plane to search. If I have any luck at all, I’ll get back to you, but I’m afraid I don’t hold much hope.”

Dan had no sooner hung up the receiver than it crackled to life again.

“Help us,” Estella shouted. “Is anyone there?” Murphy had shown her how to send and receive on her flight to Langana Downs. It was something he did with all his passengers, just in case, but she didn’t know if she was doing it right now, as nothing looked the same.

Dan recognised the voice, but the note of hysteria he heard terrified him. “Estella, are you all right? Over.”

Estella heard a crackle and her name. She was sure it was Dan. “Murphy needs help, please help us, please, Dan?”

Dan couldn’t understand what she was saying, but he knew she had said something about Murphy. The worst-case scenario was going through his mind. He felt like he was in his own private hell. “Oh, Estella.” He couldn’t bear the thought of her dying out there, alone and petrified. Suddenly the static died, and everything went quiet. “Estella, Estella, are you there?” He dropped to his knees. “Oh, God, what do I do?”


CHAPTER 26

It was almost impossible to keep Murphy still long enough to inject the morphine into his system, but somehow Estella did it. She gave him a generous amount, more than she should have, but she was trying to be merciful. The pain he was suffering was unimaginable. Had he been an animal, destroying him would have been the only humane thing to do. Using a bandage from the first-aid box, she applied a temporary tourniquet to his leg to stem the bleeding. The protruding bone was the worst injury she had ever seen. Every time Murphy glanced at it, he almost passed out from shock.

Estella waited a few minutes, until she could see the drug had taken the edge off his pain, and then insisted he get up and lean on her. It was crucial to get him back to the plane before he became too weak. She had to encourage him every step of the way while praying that he remained conscious. If he blacked out, there was no way she could move him, and he’d be covered in ants within minutes.

It took an agonisingly long time, but eventually Estella got Murphy back to the plane, where he fainted. She immediately reapplied the tourniquet and elevated his leg. She wasn’t carrying any anaesthetic or instruments needed to perform surgery, and he needed an operation, preferably in the sterile surroundings of a hospital. He needed Dan. She tried the radio again, but she couldn’t even get static.

The worst of Murphy’s pain gradually diminished as the morphine took effect, but when he came to, he was in shock and almost delirious. Fighting her own shock, she covered his horrific wound to keep the flies off it and to hide it from view. Leaving him for just a few moments, she threw the yellow blanket over the top of the plane and prayed harder than she ever had in her life for a miracle. If their position had not been urgent before--it was critical now.

“Tell me about your time in the air force, Murphy,” she said, as she sat down beside him. She really wanted to cry and collapse in his arms, but she knew he needed her to be strong. She wasn’t astonished to notice that her own hands were shaking, but she refused to think about herself. If she kept Murphy talking, he could focus on something other than his pain, and the time would pass for both of them, until hopefully he fell into merciful sleep.

When Murphy didn’t respond to her request, she tried to think of something else they might talk about. “Have you ever been to the Territory?” he suddenly asked.

Before she could reply and say that he knew she hadn’t, he said, “The fishing is good up there.”

“Is it?”

“Tom loved fishing.” He wondered if he’d ever been fishing since.

“Was Tom a good friend of yours?” Estella asked, but Murphy didn’t seem to be hearing her. His expression had become haunted and distant.

“Laura had never been fishing before,” he mumbled with a kind of sad irony. He was staring at the roof of the plane, but not really seeing it. His gaze darted around as if he could see something she couldn’t, and his emotions were obviously turbulent.

Estella wondered if she’d given him too much morphine and he was hallucinating. But then she thought he might be talking about the woman Phyllis had mentioned, his best friend’s wife. She was slightly curious, but not sure she wanted to hear the story. She didn’t want to believe that Murphy could break up his best friend’s marriage. She didn’t want her fragile illusion of him being basically a good man to be shattered.

“Did Laura catch any fish?” she asked, trying to keep the topic on safe ground.

The silence that followed was deafening. Murphy’s features contorted in pain, but Estella sensed it was not the same agony caused by his broken leg. She quickly tried to think of something else to say that would distract him. Before anything came to mind, Murphy said, “Laura insisted Tom and I take her to our favourite fishing spot, a little bay near the East Alligator River in Arnhem Land. We first spotted it by air. The terrain was so rugged that it was only possible to get there by jeep, but Laura said that didn’t matter, even though we told her we’d have to walk the last couple of hundred yards through mangrove swamps. She’d heard us talk about the beautiful lagoon, surrounded by the whitest sand you’ve ever seen.”

Estella gathered that he and Tom flew together in the air force. “It sounds lovely,” she said, but noticed Murphy looked devastated rather than joyous at the memory.

“The seclusion was half the appeal,” he said sadly. “Tom and I had camped there dozens of times until he married Laura.”

Estella wondered if Laura had come between the two friends.

Murphy turned his face away, as if running from the memory of what happened next. “You don’t have to talk about it,” Estella said.

“Laura was …special,” Murphy said, interrupting her. His eyes misted, and his voice strained with emotion. Estella let him go on. She sensed that he’d never told anyone what he was about to tell her, and that he needed to absolve himself from something. “The more I got to know her, the more I realised how many different sides there were to her personality. She could be wickedly flirtatious, but she was a dedicated teacher, and Tom said her kids adored her. She was very feminine, but she had an adventurous spirit. I never imagined Tom falling for a woman like Laura because he loved roughing it in the bush, and she seemed right at home in the best hotels. It wasn’t until it was too late that I realised just how much he loved her. She was his life.” His features crumpled in pain, and Estella thought he was going to cry. “It’s my fault.”

After a moment of silence, Estella couldn’t help herself. “What was your fault?” she said. If Murphy was going to reveal his dark side, she’d rather he get it over with. She told herself she was ready.

He turned to look at her, but Estella was sure he wasn’t really seeing her. “Laura went to the edge of the lagoon to wash her face and hands. She’d been helping me clean the fish and had splattered her blouse with fish guts. Tom had gone to the jeep to get one of his shirts to lend her, so she could change.” In Murphy’s mind, he could recall throwing the fish guts into the lagoon. He hadn’t given it a thought at the time, but it turned out to be a simple but deadly act of ignorance. “It was dark and very warm,” he said, looking at the ceiling of the plane again. “The moon was covered by clouds, but the campfire illuminated our campsite and Laura, as she lingered at the edge of the lagoon, dipping her toes in the water. She was smiling with pleasure at the cool sensation of the water. She looked beautiful and so peaceful. She cupped a handful of water and threw it at me, laughing.” In his mind he could hear the hissing as the water hit the coals in the fire. He called out, Stop it, Laura. If you put the fire out, you won’t get any dinner …but she laughed again.

Estella was sure Murphy was going to say they began an affair, and she felt sickened at the thought.

“Suddenly, there was a rush from the water.” Murphy struggled to lift himself on his elbows and stared, wide-eyed at something imaginary in front of him. “A giant salty leapt from the shallows and grabbed Laura by the lower torso in its massive jaws.” The look on her face in that instant had haunted him for years. He’d never forget it for as long as he lived. He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to block it out, but a small, agonised moan caught in his throat.

Estella was confused. She wasn’t sure what a salty was. Murphy opened his eyes wide again, but Estella wished he hadn’t. She’d never seen such terror. “In an instant it had dragged her into the water. It happened so suddenly, so unexpectedly. One moment everything was peaceful and the next, horror. I was paralysed, literally unable to believe what had just happened. I think I called her name, but all I could hear was thrashing water. I dropped the knife and fish and ran to the edge of the lagoon. I jumped into the shallows, but the salty was doing a death roll. I watched helplessly as the white foaming water became stained with Laura’s blood. I reached for her, but my legs were knocked from under me, and my ankle snapped like a twig.” His voice dropped to a hoarse whisper. “A second later, she was gone.”

Realising Murphy was talking about a crocodile attack, Estella gasped in terror and put her hand over her mouth. Murphy licked his dry lips. “I was barely aware that Tom was beside me. He must have heard Laura’s scream because he was frantic. He was shouting at me and shaking me, asking where she was, but I just sat there staring at the dark water, which was ridiculously still considering what had just happened. Tom kept hysterically yelling for Laura, but I couldn’t say anything. In my mind, all I could see was her expression when the salty grabbed her. Suddenly blinding rage overtook my thoughts. I ran back to the campsite, I couldn’t even feel my broken ankle. I grabbed the gun and began shooting at the water, round after round. Tom tried to stop me and grappled for the gun. He thought I was going to kill Laura, but he didn’t understand. I heard her bones crack when the croc grabbed her, and nobody could have survived the brutality of what that cold-blooded killer did to her. I’ll never forget the look in her eyes the split second before he dragged her under the water. She knew she was going to die. I just wanted to kill the beast.” Murphy fell back and put his hands over his face. He didn’t say that Tom had turned the gun on him, or that he’d wished his friend had killed him, so that he wouldn’t have had to feel the unbearable pain that had plagued him for years. He’d never forgotten Tom’s words …You’ll have to live with this for the rest of your life. “Laura was the love of Tom’s life, and I couldn’t save her.” He began to sob.

Estella moved forward and cradled him in her arms. “If Tom had been there, he couldn’t have saved her, either, Murphy,” she said, tears rolling down her face. “No one could have saved her.”

Murphy held onto Estella for several minutes before he seemed to relax. She laid his head down when she thought he was asleep. Her heart felt broken for him. She couldn’t imagine having to live with something so horrible.

When Murphy awoke, it was late afternoon. Estella had the fire burning, and she had added some green branches from the tea tree bush to create smoke. She wanted to give them every possible chance, because she refused to believe a plane wasn’t searching for them. “If a plane were coming from Longreach, it would have been here by now,” Murphy said. His tone was flat and emotionless.

“You don’t know that,” Estella snapped, refusing to be pessimistic. While he’d been sleeping, she’d been working on the runway. She’d put all the stones on the edge in a line, confident it would be seen by the air. At the time, she’d felt driven and determined, but now she felt hungry and tired, and desperate for a bath. The fight had almost drained from her.

While she’d been working, Estella had thought of something that she intended to ask Murphy. “What about the plane in the hangar behind the hospital?”

“What about it?”

Estella was startled by his lack of excitement. “Is it in working order?”

“Near enough.”

“Can anyone in town fly it?”

“Not really.”

“What do you mean, not really? Either they can, or they can’t.”

“It’s Dan’s plane. He used to fly it out of Longreach, but he’ll never fly again.”

Estella was incredulous. Dan could fly, and he had a plane, and yet Murphy was certain he would make no effort to find them. “Why ever not?”

Murphy was hesitant. Dan had confided in him years ago, and he’d never broken that confidence. As he looked at Estella now, he felt sure she wouldn’t settle for anything less than a full explanation, and he didn’t want her hanging on to false hope. It would not serve any useful purpose for either of them.

“A long time ago, Dan crashed that plane. He had a patient aboard, a young boy. He was critically ill, but he lost his life in the crash. Since then, Dan has had an unimaginable fear of flying and a blanket of guilt that would have smothered any other human being long ago.”

Estella was speechless.

“He had the plane brought to Kangaroo Crossing a few years ago after the fuselage had been repaired. He wanted to face his fear and guilt, but the plane has been a constant reminder of young William Abernathy. That’s why Dan drinks so much. The crash was a tragic accident, and he’s saved countless lives since then, but nothing can make up for young William.”

“You said the crash was an accident, so it mustn’t have been Dan’s fault?”

“An investigation found a small part in the engine had broken on take-off. The engine failed, so there was nothing he could do. It was the manufacturer’s fault, and after a long, drawn-out inquiry, they took full responsibility, but that wasn’t enough for Dan.” Murphy fell back, suddenly overwhelmed with weakness. “Over the years he’s taken the motor of the plane apart and put it back together again countless times. I think he hopes it will be therapeutic, but he never seems to get any better.”

“Did William Abernathy’s family blame him?”

“No. His father was in the plane with them, so he knew it wasn’t pilot error. The tragedy was that William had very little chance of surviving even if the plane hadn’t crashed.”

“I think I got through to Dan on the radio when you fell on the runway. Maybe our situation will be the catalyst that gets him back in the air.”

Murphy sympathised with Estella’s need to believe their story would have a happy ending. “Even if he found the courage to fly again, he’d never get the plane out of the hangar.”

“Why not?”

“The hangar is an old storage shed. We had to remove the propeller to fit his plane under it. It’s a heavy old thing. It took twenty of us to push it in there.” Estella walked towards the plane and crawled in beside Murphy. He looked terrible. “Things aren’t looking good, are they?” she said.

Her expression almost broke his heart. He could barely tolerate seeing her so defeated. “I’m so sorry I got us into this mess,” he said, choking on emotion.

“Sshh,” Estella said. “It wasn’t your fault.” She glanced at the cover over his leg. It was soaked in blood. He was slowly bleeding to death, and there was nothing she could do. He had no colour at all, and looked about to pass out. Estella suddenly felt terrified of the prospect of being left alone. She didn’t want to die, and she didn’t want to lose Murphy. “Don’t you quit on me, Murphy. I need you,” she said, finally allowing the tears to come. Using what little strength he had left, Murphy put his arms out, and Estella fell into them. “It feels wonderful to hold you,” he whispered again her hair. “Your husband must have lost his mind. If I were lucky enough to have someone like you love me, I’d never let you go.” Estella tightened her hold on him. She thought it was a cruel irony that she’d never know the love of a man like Murphy.

As they were facing their mortality and had told each other secrets about their past, Estella suddenly wanted Murphy to know her true identity. She was sure it would make little difference, but she wanted her secret out in the open before. She should have told him before now, but their urgent situation and Murphy’s injury had overshadowed all thoughts of Ross Cooper and her relationship to him.

“Murphy, there was another reason I came to Kangaroo Crossing,” she said. She suddenly felt nervous and couldn’t look at him. “Ross Cooper is my real father. We’ve never met or had contact, but Charlie asked my Aunt Florence to offer me the position of veterinarian. I saw the job as a chance to get to know my father through the people in the town. I know it was wrong to deceive everyone ….” She hesitated, waiting for a response, but Murphy didn’t say anything. Lifting her head, Estella looked at him. She could feel his shallow breath on her face, but he’d lost consciousness again.

“Don’t die on me, Murphy,” she sobbed.


CHAPTER 27

Estella watched the late afternoon shadows creeping across the desert with a sinking heart. As each minute dragged by, she knew time was running out. If a plane did not reach them before dark, then they wouldn’t have the opportunity to be seen until the next day--and she knew that would be too late for Murphy.

As she sat in silence, with only the sound of buzzing flies to accompany her dismal thoughts, she knew Murphy was slipping away from her. “I can’t believe we’re going to die out here,” she whispered, tears streaming down her face. She looked at Murphy, lying so still beside her. She had to keep checking that he was breathing, just to reassure herself that he was still alive. “You’re a good man, with so much of your life ahead of you,” she said. “You don’t deserve to die out here like this.”

She put her head on her knees and sobbed.

Murphy opened his eyes, reached out, and brushed the skin on her arm with a feather-light touch. “Don’t cry,” he whispered. “Someone will come for you. I promise.”

Estella dabbed her tears and took his hand in hers. Despite the heat, it felt so cold. “I can’t let you go like this, Murphy. I can’t.”

“Maybe it’s my time, but it’s not yours,” he whispered. “You are going to have a good life with your baby.” His words held so much conviction that Estella almost believed him.

“Just don’t forget me, okay?” He smiled weakly, breaking Estella’s heart.

“I ….” She looked away and wiped salty tears from her face with the back of her hand. “How far is it to Yattalunga Station?”

Fear gripped his heart. He hoped she wasn’t thinking of trying to get there. “Too far.”

“Which direction is it?”

Murphy frowned and moved his head from side to side. “No,” he whispered.

“I want to go and get help for you. I can’t just sit here and watch you die. It isn’t right.”

“Even if I die, Estella, promise me you will stay with the plane? Help will come. It might take a while, but it will come, I swear.” He was thinking that the water and ration supply would last longer if he were gone. Estella would have a real chance.

Estella’s eyes filled with tears, and she bit her bottom lip to hold back her emotions. She would never forgive herself if she didn’t try to save him.

“Promise, Estella. There’s so much you don’t understand. If you leave here, no one will find you out there. You have food and water and shelter from the sun here. Many have died trying to walk out of the desert. It just cannot be done, not by someone without expert knowledge, and even then, their chances are slim. You wouldn’t stand a chance, so you must wait for help to arrive. I want you to promise me you’ll wait.”

Estella could not do it. She jumped out of the plane. She wanted to scream in frustration. “This isn’t fair. Life isn’t fair!” She fell to her knees and thumped the ground with her fists, sobbing.

“Estella.” Murphy’s voice was so weak; Estella didn’t hear him as she lashed out in frustration. “Listen, Estella. Do you hear that?” Murphy said again.

Estella lifted her tear-stained face and pushed her hair back. “What?”

“I can hear something.”

She listened for a moment. “I can’t,” she said despondently. So many times, she had imagined she’d heard the hum of an engine, and so many times, she’d been disappointed. She was sure Murphy was hallucinating.

“Listen. Can you hear it?” he said again.

Estella looked up at the sky. “No. I’m telling you there’s nothing out there,” she said, becoming angry.

“Sometimes you can hear a plane long before you see it. The noise carries in the thermals.”

Estella knew this was true, but silence was all she heard in the desert. She’d almost forgotten what noise was like, even the noise of a big city.

Putting her hand up to shade her eyes, Estella scanned the vast sky, praying Murphy was right, but certain he wasn’t. Suddenly she saw something, but she was sure it was only a large bird, an eagle hunting for prey. It was so far away and small. She blinked and looked again. Were her eyes playing tricks on her? Her heartbeat began to quicken. Then she heard the best sound she’d ever heard in her life. The hum of an engine. She thought she would burst with joy. “It is a plane. I can see a plane coming.” She screamed and laughed at the same time.

“Don’t scare them off,” Murphy mumbled, but Estella was too excited to take any notice.

Running to him, she yelled. “You are going to be all right, Murphy. We’re going to be rescued.” She grabbed his face between her hands and kissed him.

“Don’t let it miss us,” Murphy said weakly, sending her into a panic. He was relieved that she wasn’t going to be left alone because he knew it would have been absolutely terrifying for her. If he died now, he would die a happy man, just knowing she was safe.

Running to the fire, Estella stoked it up and added another branch with green leaves to it to make it smoke. Then she turned and frantically waved and yelled.

“They can’t hear you,” Murphy muttered under his breath.

Estella thought the pilot of the plane hadn’t seen them, but then suddenly it banked and circled. Murphy turned his head to look out the door as it came into his line of vision. “I don’t believe it,” he said.

“What’s wrong?” Estella said, glancing from Murphy to the circling plane with all sorts of fears flashing through her mind.

Murphy smiled wanly. “It’s Dan,” he said. “Miracles do happen.” He tried to pull himself up to wave, but his head swam, and he fainted again.

“Murphy, stay with me,” Estella called as she watched the plane come in to land.

Estella watched in fear as the old plane, which was bigger and clumsier than Murphy’s Cessna, touched down awkwardly and bumped along the ‘runway’, sending up clouds of dust. When it came to a safe standstill, she ran towards it.

Dan climbed out and nearly collapsed.

“Oh, Dan,” Estella said, launching herself at him so forcefully, she knocked the breath out of him. For the first time she allowed herself to acknowledge the fact that she’d had real fears of never seeing his face or that of her Uncle Charlie again.

“Steady on,” he coughed and untangled her arms from his neck. Stepping away from her, he looked her over. “God, you are a sight for sore eyes,” he said, his heart thumping wildly. “Are you all right?” He’d been terrified he wouldn’t see her again.

“Yes, but Murphy.” Fresh tears filled her eyes.

Dan grabbed his medical bag and then hurried with her towards the plane. When he saw Murphy and the blood-soaked cover over his leg, his expression became grave. “We must get him back to the hospital as fast as we can,” he said, taking his pulse. “He needs blood, urgently.” Dan didn’t even have to take his blood pressure to see it was dangerously low. When he lifted the cover to look at his leg, he closed his eyes in dismay.

“Why didn’t anyone come with you?” Estella asked.

Dan opened his eyes. “No one would fly with me, not that I would have let them,” he said, undoing his bag and retrieving a bandage.

Oh, God, Estella thought. We’re not safe yet.

“Do you think you could help me carry a stretcher?” Dan said. “I wouldn’t ask, but it would take too long for me to drag him, and there is no time. I’ll take most of the weight.” He wound the bandage tightly around the wound, leaving the bone protruding, and using as much pressure as he dared to stop the flow of blood.

Estella noticed his hands were shaking. “Of course.”

“Are you sure everything is all right with the baby? Have you had any pain?”

“I’m fine--don’t worry, Dan. I made that poor excuse for a runway.”

Dan’s eyes widened in shock. “Estella, you shouldn’t have.”

“I had to. Look what happened to us when we tried to land out here.”

Dan glanced around the plane and then looked out at the scar in the land it had made. “We must hurry,” he said. He knew it was urgent that Murphy receive a transfusion. Without it, he’d be lucky to last two hours.

The take-off was bumpy and terrifying. Estella closed her eyes and prayed while Dan wrestled with the controls. As they flew over the desert, she looked down at the vast terrain below. Never before had she appreciated how lucky she was to be alive, and she thanked the fates that had spared her having to walk miles by herself to search for help. She just hoped the old plane made it back to Kangaroo Crossing. Dan was pushing it as hard as he dared, ninety miles an hour, and it was vibrating and creaking in protest.

“I passed Charlie and his search party about ten miles out of town,” Dan said.

Estella was astonished.

“I waved them back, so I hope they understood that I had the situation under control.” He smiled sheepishly. In fact, he hadn’t felt at all that he had the ‘situation’ under control. He’d been shaking so much that he could barely hold the yoke. He’d told himself, if, and when, he got back to Kangaroo Crossing, he intended to kiss the plane and the ground.

“How did you get the plane out of the hangar?” Estella asked. “Murphy told me you’d need at least twenty men to drag it out, and then you had to refit the propeller.”

“I had eight camels tow it out,” Dan said, grinning.

“Camels!” Suddenly Estella remembered the feed from down south. “Did the …?”

“Yes, the feed arrived, and the appearance of those camels couldn’t have been timelier. I was in quite a state, but determined to fly out to Wilson’s Creek no matter what I had to do. I was in such a panic that I had put the plane engine back together and refuelled before I remembered that I couldn’t get it out of the hangar. I was contemplating knocking the hangar down with a sledgehammer if I had to, when the camels arrived. When I asked the cameleers if they could assist and get the camels to pull the plane out, I’m sure they thought I had gone mad. Persuading them to unload the camels and harness them up wasn’t easy, but Barney, Marjorie, and Francis backed me up.”

Visualising the scene, Estella smiled.

“The cameleers also helped me with the propeller. They were really great,” Dan said. “After hearing your frantic call for help, I had to do something.”

“I’m so proud of you, Dan,” Estella said. “I hope you don’t mind, but when I questioned Murphy about this plane, he told me about the crash and William Abernathy.”

Dan looked momentarily uncomfortable, but he understood that Murphy had to explain to her why a perfectly good plane was sitting idle when they might very well perish. “I know I’ve almost destroyed myself through guilt,” he said. “I just can’t forgive myself for what happened.”

“But Murphy said it wasn’t your fault.”

“And in a rare moment of rationality, I could agree with him. Unfortunately, it just isn’t that simple. William was a very special little boy, and my heart wouldn’t accept that I wasn’t responsible for his death.” He looked away for a moment and then turned back. “Would you think I was crazy if I told you that it was dear William who gave me the strength to fly today?”

Estella’s expression softened. “Not at all.”

“I was careering down the runway, terrified out of my wits, when I looked across to where you are sitting now, and there he was.”

“Who?”

“William. He was sitting right where you are now, and he assured me I could do it.” He smiled sheepishly again. “I haven’t had a drink, I swear.”

“I know, Dan.”

“The pub’s dry,” he said, and Estella understood that facing his fears while sober must have taken every bit of nerve he could muster.

“I can’t thank you enough for coming to find us,” she said.

“I couldn’t have lived with myself if I had let you and Murphy down because of something that happened in the past.”

Estella reached out and squeezed his shoulder. She didn’t even suspect that he thought he was falling in love with her.

“Tell me something, Estella; were you serious when you said you built that runway?”

“Yes. Murphy broke his leg in the crash. I set it, but he tried to work on the runway and fell and made it worse.”

“You did a marvellous job,” Dan said, shaking his head in disbelief. Estella glanced at her blistered hands. “It was very difficult for Murphy because he couldn’t do anything to save us, and he was in so much pain. Luckily I had some morphine with me.” She thought of his confession while under the effects of the morphine. He had been carrying a heavy burden. “At least he was able to get the radio working.” Tears welled in her eyes. “I thought he wasn’t going to make it, Dan.”

“He’s not out of the woods yet, Estella, but I’ll do all I can for him.”

She dabbed her tears and silently prayed that he’d survive.

Dan sensed Estella’s feelings for Murphy were more than she was letting on. Although it caused him pain, he thought Murphy was a lucky man. “Once he gets some blood into him, I think he’ll be fine, so don’t worry. When his blood pressure has stabilized, I’ll have to operate on that leg.”

Dan looked down at the ground. “Look, there’s Wags’s truck and the search party,” he said. “They haven’t turned back yet.” He understood they didn’t trust him. He dropped their altitude fifteen hundred feet, and Estella waved at the group as they flew over them. She just caught a glimpse of her uncle waving frantically, a beaming smile on his face.

It was almost dark when Estella suddenly thought of the kangaroos on the runway in town and panicked. “How will we land in the dark?”

“Don’t worry about that,” Dan replied unconvincingly.

“Have you ever landed in the dark?”

Dan caught the fear in her voice. “Yes, but not for years,” he admitted.

“But the kangaroos ….”

Dan had been worrying about them, too, but suddenly his face lit up. “Look ahead,” he said.

Estella looked out the window and saw something she never expected to see. The town lay before them, and she could clearly see the runway, marked by rows of fires. “Who did that?”

“It must have been those left in town.”

“Will the fires scare the roos away?”

“I hope so.” Dan tried to smile reassuringly, but even in the dim cabin, Estella could see the fear in his eyes.

As the plane touched down, Estella held her breath and glanced at Dan. His features were set in concentration, but she couldn’t help noticing he was gripping the yoke with white knuckles. For Estella, the landing was reminiscent of her crash landing with Murphy, and she felt sick with fear. It wasn’t until they came to a standstill that Dan took a long, deep breath and wiped perspiration from his brow.

“You did it,” she said, in little more than a hoarse whisper.

Dan blinked in astonishment. “I did, didn’t I?”

Estella didn’t realise how much she was trembling until she began fiddling with the clasp on her seat belt, and her fingers wouldn’t work. She glanced at Murphy in the back and prayed he was still alive.

As Dan tended Murphy, Estella climbed out of the old plane on wobbly legs. Much to her surprise, what was left of the town’s population cheered her appearance. As she glanced at each of their happy faces glowing in the light of the fires, she felt choked with emotion. For the first time since arriving in Kangaroo Crossing, she really felt part of the town.

“How’s Murphy?” Phyllis asked anxiously, glancing into the plane.

“He’s alive,” Estella said.

Francis stepped forward to help Dan with the stretcher.

“I’ll need Kev and Connie to donate blood,” Dan said.

“Of course,” they said in unison. “Thank God you are both alive,” Marjorie said as they all crowded around.

“Thank you all for lighting the runway,” Estella said. “It was a great help.”

“We wanted to give Dan every chance to get you and Murphy back safe and sound,” Barney Everett said. Without knowing Dan’s history, a bystander would have thought that Barney and the townsfolk had little doubt that he would return safe and sound.

“Edna told us it was you and Charlie who organised getting the feed from down south up here,” Barney said. “The town and the station owners owe you a huge debt.”

“Actually, Annie Hall gave me the idea when she mentioned that her brother’s farm had excess feed, and Charlie did most of the organizing. I’m just happy it got here.”

“It’s already being distributed to the stations,” Barney said.

“We thought the world of Ross Cooper,” Marjorie said. “And we also thought that no one could fill his shoes, but you’ve proved us wrong.”

Estella felt a mixture of happiness and overwhelming guilt. She knew it was time to tell the truth. “I have something I want to tell you all.” She glanced at Murphy. “But it will have to wait until I know Murphy is out of danger. Will you meet me in the pub tomorrow night?”

The faces looking back at Estella became a mask of confusion and apprehension, but she had no time to explain. She followed Dan, Francis, Kev, and Connie to the hospital.

“She’s gonna move on,” Barney said in bitter disappointment. “That’s what she wants to tell us.”

“She’s had quite an ordeal,” Betty said. “When she gets over the shock, she might see things differently.” She followed the small group to the hospital.

Murphy was given a transfusion immediately. When his blood pressure stabilised, Dan operated on him. Afterwards Dan examined Estella’s wounds, then Betty dressed them. Estella finally relaxed in a glorious bath. Betty insisted she rest, but sleep eluded Estella, as she could not help worrying about Murphy. He’d survived the operation, but Dan said the next few hours would be critical. She also wanted to check on her ‘patient’ at home. She didn’t want to think the worst of Mai, but she knew she wasn’t in one place enough to rely on her to look after the dog.

Slipping out of the hospital, Estella went home. She headed straight for the kennels, but had it in mind to make sure that Mai and Binnie were all right before returning to the hospital. At the back of the house, she could see the remains of a campfire, so she knew that Mai and Binnie were close by. She could also smell the remnants of cooked meat. She was delighted to see that her ‘patient’ was in good health. The dog also appeared to be well-fed, and she had fresh water. Estella was examining the dog’s leg wound when a voice startled her.

“You back, missus.”

Estella stood up and turned, smiling. “Mai.” It always amazed her that Mai could sneak up on her without being heard.

Obviously happy to see her, the Aboriginal woman was smiling broadly. “The dog, she all right, missus,” Mai said.

“I can see that. She looks very well.” Her wound was clean and was well on its way to healing nicely. Thankfully, Marty had taken Stargazer back to his own stable and yard before she left. “Did you use a tribal remedy, Mai?”

“Yes, missus. Your medicine and my medicine good together.”

“Like you and me, Mai,” Estella said happily. It filled her heart with joy to know that Mai had come through for her.

Mai shuffled uncomfortably, but she was grinning like a schoolgirl.

“How’s Binnie?” Estella could not see the child asleep by the fire.

“She inside, missus, sleepin’. She be glad to see you ‘gain.” Estella could tell from Mai’s tone that the little girl had missed her. She glanced at the totem bag hanging around Mai’s waist.

“I have something to tell you, Mai,” she said. She wanted Mai to know her real identity before anyone else. “You do know that Ross was married before, don’t you?”

Mai nodded. “He married white lady who went far away.” As was her way, she waved her arm in the air.

“That’s right, Mai. That lady was my mother. I am Ross’s daughter.”

Mai looked back at Estella with dark, expressive eyes, but Estella couldn’t tell what she was thinking.

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you before,” Estella said, hoping that Mai wasn’t disappointed in her now that their friendship was blossoming.

“That why dingo been round here, missus. He been lookin’ for you.”

A feather could have knocked Estella over. Mai seemed to feel no emotion about Estella’s claim--no hurt that Estella hadn’t told her sooner, no surprise or jealousy. She thought of Charlie’s declaration, that Aboriginal women were uncomplicated creatures, and for the first time she understood what he meant.

“Charlie knows, but I didn’t want anyone else to know because Ross was greatly loved and respected by everyone, and I wanted to be accepted for who I was without being judged. Do you understand, Mai?”

“You good woman, missus. You do all right in this place.”

Estella was relieved. Mai was turning out to be a very good friend. “Thank you, Mai.” She suddenly had a thought that made her smile. “As Binnie and I share the same father, we’re half-sisters,” she said.

Mai smiled. “Sisters! Binnie be happy, missus.”

“Me, too, Mai. If Ross were still alive, you’d be my stepmother.” Estella laughed because Mai wasn’t much older than she was. Mai gave her a moving smile that conveyed a far deeper understanding of relationships. Beside her, Estella felt ignorant. She was always reminded of their first meeting, when she’d thought Mai was crazy. This in turn prompted her to remember how much she had to learn. She glanced at the totem bag again, a good place to start. “I have something I want to ask you, Mai.”

“Yes, missus.”

“Can I read my father’s journal? It will help me know what was in his heart.”

Mai’s dark eyes shone in the darkness. “Yes, missus. If the dingo been lookin’ for you, I not need the totem. That dingo, he been hanging around this cage, missus.”

As Mai removed the bag holding the journal from the belt around her waist, Estella realised what she meant. If the dingo was after the bitch, she must be in heat.


CHAPTER 28

Murphy opened his eyes to find Estella sitting beside his bed, holding his right hand in both of hers. Dan had monitored his condition all night and had gone to bed at dawn, exhausted. He’d told her that Murphy’s vital signs were good, so there was every chance he’d make a full recovery, but she still couldn’t help worrying. In her mind she kept seeing him lying in the plane, his life ebbing away. It was something that would haunt her forever.

For the past two hours, Estella had been impatiently waiting for Murphy to awaken. She had to see for herself that he was going to be all right. She still couldn’t believe how lucky they were to survive the crash, let alone being stranded in the Simpson Desert. But something else was troubling her. She wanted Murphy to know her true identity before she spoke to the rest of the town. After all they’d been through together, she felt she owed him that much. She would rather have told Dan in private, too, but she wanted to wait until he’d rested. “Welcome back,” she said smiling. “How are you feeling?”

Murphy gave her a timid, drowsy smile and squeezed her hand. “Better than I did the last time we spoke,” he said. “I don’t remember anything after ….” He looked up at the fan whirring overhead. “I must have been imagining things because I thought I saw Dan flying his old plane. I was obviously hallucinating.” He knew he had been delirious at times.

“Dan did rescue us, but perhaps it’s just as well you don’t remember the journey back to town.”

“Why not?”

“Had you been conscious, it would have been agony for you with your broken leg. It was touch and go because you’d lost so much blood, so Dan really pushed the old plane. It was creaking and shuddering the whole way.”

Rather than see the downside, Murphy’s smile broadened. “How fast was he going?”

Estella thought his reaction was typical of a fellow pilot with a devil-may-care attitude. “Ninety miles an hour.”

“No way. That old crate couldn’t fly that fast.”

“Would you like to make a wager on that?” Dan said from the doorway.

“I thought it was going to fall to pieces,” Estella said, remembering that she kept glancing at the speedometer, “but it was definitely doing ninety. Please don’t be offended, Dan; it has nothing to do with your skill as a pilot, but I was scared to death, and that was before it got dark.”

“You weren’t the only one,” Dan admitted. Murphy’s smile faded when he thought of how horrendous the landing must have been. He pitied Estella after all she’d been through.

“The townsfolk lit fires on either side of the main street,” Estella said when she saw how worried Murphy looked. “The fires scared the roos away and illuminated the runway. They were marvellous, and so was Dan.” She smiled up at Dan, now standing beside her.

“I can’t believe you did it, Dan,” Murphy said. He looked at Estella. “To be honest, I never thought I’d live to see your beautiful smile again.”

Estella flushed. “I’m just so relieved you are all right,” she said.

Dan noted her reaction and the change and affection in Murphy’s tone, and their entwined fingers, and his fragile sense of self-worth shattered. Part of him was happy for Murphy, and he could admit, with his problems, he wasn’t the greatest catch for someone like Estella, but he still wanted to turn and run. It took all his strength to stay and pretend everything was as it should be. “When I heard Estella’s plea for help,” he said, barely able to find his voice. “I had to do something.”

“There’s no doubt you saved my life,” Murphy said.

“And mine, too,” Estella added. “You were very brave.”

The last thing Dan wanted was gratitude.

“Thanks, mate,” Murphy said. “I owe you, big time.”

“You’d have done the same for me,” Dan replied offhandedly.

“Shouldn’t you be asleep, Dan?” Estella said, mistaking his distress for fatigue. “You’ve been up all night.”

“I am tired,” he admitted. He had tried to sleep, but had been unable to stop thinking about Estella. With his secret out in the open and his worst fears confronted, he felt released of the shackles that had crippled his emotions and finally able to move forward. It was an exhilarating, if not terrifying, prospect, and he didn’t know how he would proceed, but he had been sure of one thing--he had wanted his future to include Estella. Now, after seeing the affection between Murphy and Estella, he felt foolish and adrift. He didn’t know in which direction to turn, or how to go on with a normal life--if he even wanted to. “Were you making sure that Murphy wasn’t giving Betty a hard time?” Estella asked him.

“More like the other way round,” Murphy grumbled.

Dan was in no mood for humour. “You should be resting, Estella,” he said quietly. “You’ve had quite an ordeal.” He glanced at Murphy, wondering if he knew about Estella’s pregnancy.

“Dan’s right,” Murphy said. “You need to rest, Estella.”

His tone and concern confirmed Dan’s worst fears. Murphy knew about the baby. He knew she wouldn’t have told him unless they’d become close.

“I’ve got things to do,” Estella said indignantly.

“I’m the doctor, and I want you to take it easy today,” Dan said more sharply than he intended.

Estella looked at him in surprise.

“Heed what Dan says, Estella,” Murphy added. “It’s for your own good.”

Estella glanced at him and noted his earnest expression. When Betty appeared in the doorway with her arms crossed, she knew she had no choice. In all honesty, she was tired, although she didn’t think she’d sleep. “All right, I know when I’m beaten. I’ll rest for a few hours.” She resigned herself to telling Murphy her secret later in the day.

Florence sauntered into the Savoy Tearoom, looking for Molly. When she couldn’t see her friend, she glanced at her watch. It was just after two, but Florence wasn’t surprised that Molly was late. She had never been a punctual person. Tut-tutting under her breath, she found a table for two, one that could be easily seen from the door but was out of any draughts. Her rheumatism was giving her hell, so she was feeling less than sweet-tempered with the world in general.

Florence was settling herself and removing her coat and hat when James came in. He saw her immediately, but she didn’t notice him, which meant he had two choices. He could ignore her and leave, or speak to her and then find a table out of the way. He felt torn because he liked Florence. In fact, he’d mostly preferred her company to that of Caroline’s. She was more down-to-earth and had always been kind to him, even though he sensed she was well aware of his shortcomings.

James had endured the most miserable morning with Davinia. They’d had an enormous row over his lack of interest in the baby’s nursery. One thing had led to another, and she’d accused him of spending more time away from her than with her, which he couldn’t deny was true. She’d also brought up the new suits and car she’d ordered for him early in their relationship, which had recently arrived, and it was obvious she now resented the expense. James couldn’t even turn to his own family because news of Estella’s pregnancy and his affair had reached them, via his vindictive ex-mother-in-law and they’d all but disowned him, so he felt adrift. He could have done with Flo’s friendly ear, but he knew better than to expect he’d get it.

Deciding he didn’t need any more angst, James was about to slink away, when Florence looked up. She had been rifling through her handbag for a clean handkerchief, but had the feeling she was being watched. She quite expected to find Molly, who was too vain to admit she was short-sighted, looking straight through her.

James stepped forward and stood before Florence like an animal caught in a spotlight. “Good afternoon, Florence,” he said, avoiding her glare by glancing at the toes of his shoes.

Florence glowered at him, unable to bring herself to return his greeting. She cautiously cast a look about for Davinia before settling her gaze upon him again.

James found it easy to read her mind. “I’m alone,” he said timidly.

Florence pursed her lips, and took great interest in folding her handkerchief while James squirmed. In her mind, she could picture Estella sitting at her kitchen table, weeping, and fought the urge to tear strips off the young man before her.

James was wondering whether Florence knew that he knew about the baby, and whether to broach the subject.

Flo’s thoughts quickly moved on. She hadn’t heard from Estella in some time, and she was worried. She would have rung Charlie, but she couldn’t afford the expense of the long-distance calls very often, and if Charlie was in the bar, it was hard to make herself heard. Finally, her curiosity got the better of her, and she looked up. “Have you made contact with Estella?”

“No. I didn’t know where she was or about the baby until Caroline and Marcus told me recently.”

Florence gave him a look that dared him to expect any sympathy.

James flushed. “I’ve been meaning to write, but I’m sure she wouldn’t want to hear from me, and of course I can’t blame her.” He knew he was starting to babble. “How is she?”

Florence wondered if he really cared. “I haven’t heard from her for some time. To be honest, I am getting worried.”

James noted that Florence had gone from folding her handkerchief to wringing it. Although it was absurd, and probably too late, he didn’t like the idea of her thinking ill of him. He’d never understood why, but having Flo’s respect had always been important to him.

“When you last heard from her, was she feeling all right? I mean, you don’t think she’s ill, do you?” He knew he was being selfish, but if anything happened to the baby, his future would be bleak indeed.

Florence was pleasantly surprised by his concern, which seemed genuine. “She was very sick in the first couple of months, but I believe that is normal.”

“Oh.” James hadn’t a clue what was normal for pregnant women. “So, the baby is all right?”

It was on the tip of Flo’s tongue to say something caustic, such as, You mean the baby you never wanted? But she fought the urge. She’d never been a vindictive person. It just wasn’t in her nature. “Last I heard everything was proceeding as it should. You could always make enquiries yourself, if you are really as concerned as you sound.”

James didn’t miss the sharp note that had crept into Flo’s voice, and it hurt him. “I’m going to do better than that,” he said nervously. “I’m going to Australia.”

Florence blinked in surprise. “Are you?”

“Yes, in March, when the baby is due.”

Flo’s eyes narrowed. She didn’t understand. James could almost see her mind processing this new information. He sensed he was about to be grilled about his relationship with Davinia, and panicked. In an effort to impress Flo, he’d said too much, but it was too late now. Suddenly overcome with guilt, he felt the need to escape. “I must go. I have an appointment. It was nice seeing you again. Goodbye, Florence.” He turned and left the tearoom in a hurry.

Florence watched his hastily retreating figure in astonishment. She didn’t for one moment understand why James was going out to Australia. Had he had a change of heart? Although confused, she could only feel happy for Estella. She’d probably never forgive James for his affair with Davinia, but Florence knew her niece would be pleased that he was at least willing to be a father to their child. But was James reliable? Florence decided she wouldn’t write and tell Estella that he intended to go to Kangaroo Crossing to be with her and the baby, just in case he changed his mind--or Davinia changed it for him. Estella didn’t need any more disappointment.

Estella spent every spare minute alone thinking about her planned meeting with the townsfolk. She was apprehensive about their reactions to learning her true identity, but she couldn’t keep the secret any longer. She kept going over her arguments for withholding the truth in the first place, but each time she did, they seemed more pathetic. In the course of analysing her own behaviour, she realised she was something of a hypocrite. Hadn’t she come down on James so self-righteously for lying to her? And yet, just weeks later, she had lied to the whole town. She just hoped they would forgive her.

Estella also felt troubled that she hadn’t been able to tell Murphy the truth. She’d tried several times since seeing him in the morning, but someone had always gotten in her way. Either she’d had a visitor, or he had.

By mid-afternoon, Charlie appeared. Estella heard his booming voice in the hallway long before she saw him. She smiled to herself when she heard him talking to Murphy from the corridor. She’d only been gone a couple of days, but she’d really missed him. She heard him ask where Dan was and heard Murphy say he was sleeping. However, it wasn’t long before the smile left Estella’s face, when she heard him say, “Thought you knew how to fly a plane!” Murphy laughed, but Estella shook her head in dismay. Under the circumstances, it seemed an insensitive thing to say, and she was suddenly reminded that her uncle was the least sensitive person she knew.

“What happened?” Charlie said. “Francis said something about you forgetting to put fuel in the plane.”

Estella was horrified, but to her utter surprise, she heard Murphy laugh again. Obviously, he was used to Charlie’s strange sense of humour, but she was beginning to think everyone in Kangaroo Crossing had a bizarre sense of humour.

“Where’s Estella?” she heard Charlie ask.

“Just down the hall,” Murphy said, glancing at Phyllis, who was visiting him. Charlie hurried away, leaving Murphy perplexed by his behaviour. He was pleased that Charlie cared for Estella, but he seemed almost as concerned as a father, and Murphy was not the only person who thought so.

“There you are,” Charlie said as he looked into Estella’s room.

“Hello, Uncle Charlie,” Estella said, keeping her voice low. “Don’t you think it was a little tactless of you to accuse Murphy of being negligent? He didn’t forget to put fuel in the plane. He’s very thorough when it comes to safety. A seal cracked on the fuel cap, and all the fuel was sucked out of the plane.”

Charlie was startled by her outburst. “I knew it had to be something like that, Estella. There’s no one more safety- conscious than Murphy.”

“Then why did you practically accuse him of being lazy about safety?”

Charlie looked stunned. “I was just having a bit of fun with him. There’s no need to get all defensive.” He frowned. “Anyone would think you were sweet on him.”

Estella’s green eyes widened. “Don’t be silly--we’ve bonded because of what we’ve been through, that’s all.”

“Oh, is that what it is?”

“Yes, and don’t go making something of nothing.”

“If you say so. How are you, lass?”

“I’m fine.” She wrinkled her nose at the smell of him and suddenly noticed how filthy he was.

“I’ve just got back to town,” he said when he saw her appalled expression. “I came straight here.”

“You could have stopped for a quick wash, Uncle Charlie.”

“I was so worried.”

Estella’s expression softened. “I’m sorry, Uncle Charlie. I don’t mean to sound ungrateful. I can’t believe you went out to look for us,” she said. “It was very brave of you.”

Charlie could hardly believe it himself. The going had been harder than he ever imagined it would be. He had blisters where he hadn’t thought he could get blisters, and to make matters worse, there wasn’t even a cold beer to come home to. “Well, of course I did.” He shuffled his feet, uncomfortable with admitting he had been frightened of losing her.

Estella was touched, and her heart melted. “I want to get out of here, but Dan, Murphy, and Betty are ganging up on me.”

“So they should. You’ve been through a harrowing experience.”

Suddenly the magnitude of what nearly happened hit Estella, and she burst into tears.

Charlie’s eyes widened. “What’s wrong?” he said, coming to her side. He would have sat on the bed, but he was leaving a trail of red dust wherever he went. “Is it the baby?”

Estella shook her head. “I could have died out there, Uncle Charlie. Murphy was within hours of dying.”

Charlie cautiously put his hand on her shoulder. “He looks all right to me, Estella.” He had noticed Murphy’s broken leg, but he’d always assumed he was as tough as hide.

Estella looked up at him. “He was bleeding to death, and I couldn’t stop it.”

Charlie was horrified.

“I’d set the broken bone in his leg after the crash, but he tried to walk on it and fell, and the bone came right through the skin.”

A mental picture came to mind, and Charlie winced. Despite the heat, a chill went up his spine.

“I couldn’t help him. If Dan hadn’t arrived when he did, it would have been too late.”

It began to dawn on Charlie all that Estella had been through. It had been far more horrendous than he ever imagined, and he felt ashamed of moaning about a few blisters. Estella stood up, and he drew her into his bear-like arms and held her while she sobbed. “It’s over now,” he whispered.

After a minute, Estella pulled herself together. “Ugh,” she said. “You need a bath desperately, Uncle Charlie.”

He stepped back. “I’m sorry. I just wanted to see for myself that you were all right,” he said. He turned to the door and stopped in surprise. Phyllis was standing in the open doorway. He cleared his throat, wondering if they’d been overheard. “Kylie will be along in a minute. She just wanted to get cleaned up, which is what I should be doing.”

Estella noticed that Charlie’s tone had become impersonal. She glanced up and saw Phyllis in the doorway, and her heart started to beat faster in alarm. Was their secret out?

“Thank you for coming, Charlie,” she said, trying to act natural. “And thank you again for going out to look for us.”

“There’s no need. Country people help each other out,” Charlie said. “I’ll leave you ladies to chat.”

Phyllis stepped aside for Charlie to go. “I hope I didn’t chase him away,” she said, her friendly smile not giving anything away. Estella wondered again if they’d been overheard, but Phyllis made no comment. And surely she would have?

Phyllis had just spent a bewildering half an hour with Murphy. He’d told her he was going to make some changes in his life and that he’d spent too long living in the past. He had refused to elaborate further, but Phyllis wanted to know what had happened out in the desert that had caused such a profound change in him. True, he’d thought he might die, but she was sure there was something more. And if she had anything to say about it, Estella was going to fill her in. “Are you up for a little chat?” she asked. “I promise not to tire you.” 


CHAPTER 29

“You are not leaving us, are you, Estella?” Phyllis blurted out.

“Leaving! Whatever gave you that idea?”

“It’s what everyone is thinking. When you said you wanted to speak to the townsfolk this evening, they assumed you were planning to move on.”

“Did they?” Estella hadn’t imagined they would draw that conclusion. “I’m not leaving unless ….”

“Unless what?”

“Unless I’m no longer needed or wanted here.” She had to be realistic and acknowledge that she might not be staying after everyone found out she had deceived them.

“I suppose Barney, Marjorie, Francis, and the others were thinking an experience like you just had could make a person re-evaluate their lives?”

Estella felt Phyllis had left a question hanging in the air between them. “It certainly makes you appreciate what you’ve got,” she said, “and what is important in your life.” Instead of thinking about what you’ve lost, which is what Estella knew she had been dwelling upon.

“Murphy said the same thing.”

“Did he?”

“He just told me he intends to make changes in his life. What do you suppose he meant by that?”

Estella guessed the true purpose of Phyllis’s visit. “I don’t know, but he came perilously close to losing his life.” Just thinking about it made her quiver. “So I’m sure he’s been affected in some powerful way.” Estella felt something potent had stirred between them, but she wasn’t sure exactly what it was. It was only natural that they’d bond; she accepted that, but she was sure there was something more.

“You must have become quite close out there, alone.” Phyllis searched Estella’s green eyes for a clue.

Estella resented her inquisitiveness. For some absurd reason, she didn’t want to share their experience with Phyllis or anyone else. “We only had each other for company, but we were busy trying to figure out a way to survive until we were rescued.”

“You must have been terrified. I know I would have been. Did you make a camp?”

Estella knew where the questioning was leading. Phyllis wanted intimate details, but Estella was determined she would be disappointed. “Is Murphy alone at the moment?” she asked.

Phyllis was annoyed at the quick change of subject. “He was when I left him a minute ago.”

“I have to talk to him about something. Do you mind, Phyllis?”

Estella sounded worried, which intrigued Phyllis. “No, of course not.”

“Thank you. Don’t wait for me. I’ll see you later on at the pub.”

Phyllis smiled graciously, but she was frustrated that she hadn’t achieved what she set out to. She wasn’t any wiser in regard to Murphy’s life-changing plans.

When Estella got to Murphy’s room, he was fast asleep. She was disappointed, but didn’t have the heart to wake him because he looked exhausted. With all the visitors he’d had all day, he hadn’t had a chance to sleep. She decided she’d return to the hospital straight after the meeting and tell him the truth before anyone else did. She also tried to talk to Dan, but he was busy with two Aboriginal patients. One had a severe stomach upset, and the other had several spear wounds from a fight. Estella recognised the second man as Budjita, the Aboriginal who had been at the hospital the day she arrived. From what he was shouting, it seemed he and another man had been quarrelling over a woman. Betty was assisting Dan, and so was Kylie, who was very happy to see her despite her obvious fatigue. Estella hoped that when she returned to speak to Murphy, everything would be quieter.

When Charlie got back to the pub, Marty was waiting for him. “Word has spread about the meeting, and some of the station owners are on their way back to town,” Marty said.

“What meeting? We can’t have a meeting here. We’ve got nothing to serve customers.”

“Don’t complain to me. It was Estella who called the meeting.”

Charlie frowned and scratched his head. “I don’t know anything about it, and I’ve just come from the hospital.” He thought about the interruption by Phyllis. Perhaps Estella had been about to tell him about it.

“Phyllis told me about it,” Marty said. “Apparently when Estella got off the plane, she asked for the meeting. Barney and nearly everyone else are sure she’s going to say that she’s leaving.”

“Leaving! She’s not leaving, Marty. She would have told me.”

“Not necessarily. You may have offered her the position of town veterinarian in the first place, but that doesn’t mean she’ll tell you first if she wants to move on.”

Charlie really wanted to blurt out that he was her uncle, but he bit his tongue. “Trust me, that’s not what this is all about.”

“Well what else could she want to tell us?” Marty was used to Charlie’s know-all attitude, but felt sure this time he didn’t know what he was talking about.

Charlie could think of only one thing. He knew their secret had to come out sooner or later, and if there was a good time, this was it. They were both popular since the feed had arrived, so surely they would be forgiven. “I guess you’ll have to wait and see,” he said.

As Marty made his way back to the store, he caught sight of Phyllis at the side of Estella’s house, with Mai. It wasn’t the fact that they were talking that made him curious, because Phyllis took a great interest in the local Aboriginal women; it was their body language. Mai looked frightened, and Phyllis looked intense. She was even wagging her finger in front of Mai’s face.

When Phyllis got back to the store, she found her father sitting in his easy chair in their living room at the back of the building, deep in contemplation. “Is something wrong, Dad?” she asked him, as she poured herself tea from the pot on the stove.

When Marty looked up, he thought her expression was somewhat smug. “What were you talking to Mai about?” he asked.

A flash of guilt crossed Phyllis’ features, rousing Marty’s suspicions. “Nothing, really. I was just enquiring about …the dog.”

“What dog?”

“The dog that Estella had in her care before she and Murphy found themselves stranded in the desert. She took it from the Aboriginal camp behind the sand dunes. Mai assured me she’s been looking after it, but I thought I had better check for myself.”

“That seems an odd thing for you to do. You’ve never been especially interested in the welfare of animals, let alone a stray dog.”

Phyllis managed to look indignant, but Marty wasn’t sure whether it was because he’d accused her of being uncaring about animals, or because she didn’t like her motives questioned. “Just because I have never taken an interest in Stargazer doesn’t mean I’m not interested in the welfare of other animals,” she said.

Marty always knew when his daughter was being less than truthful. He didn’t believe for a minute that the dog in Estella’s care would provoke any concern in her. But why was she lying, and what was she hiding? “You looked like you were telling Mai off about something,” he said.

Phyllis frowned. “I just impressed upon her the need to keep caring for the dog while Estella’s in hospital. I had to be a bit forceful. You know what Mai can be like. I don’t want her to let Estella down.”

Marty made no comment.

“What has made you so suspicious, Dad?”

“I’ve been thinking about Stargazer. I think his colic was brought on by plums.”

“Plums! Are you serious?”

“Yes, his dung was purple, and I’ve only ever seen that once before. Your mother gave him plums when he was just a colt. You remember that, don’t you?” He watched her reaction carefully, but Phyllis looked confused.

“They were fresh plums, or as fresh as you can get up here, and she took the stones out, of course,” Marty added. “Stargazer loved fruit, and she thought they would be a treat, but he got a severe bout of colic.”

“How do you expect me to remember something like that?” Phyllis concentrated on adding sugar to her tea and stirring it longer than was necessary.

“It wasn’t that long ago,” Marty said, still watching her.

“Well, I have no recollection of the incident. You’ve just accused me of not caring about animals and yet you are hinting that I’d feed your horse plums. Do you realise how little sense that makes?”

Marty felt slightly foolish. “I’m sure someone gave him plums, and I can’t get it off my mind.”

“In a town this small, I’m certain there are some people who would have been aware of Stargazer’s unfortunate reaction to plums, but I’m not one of them.”

Marty scratched his head. He supposed she was right. Myrtle would have discussed the incident with Betty and Marjorie, and they in turn would have talked about it to their husbands. When he really thought about it, it wasn’t beyond the realm of possibility that Ross may have told the people out on the stations when he called. It fact, it was darn likely. “I can’t understand why anyone in town would want to hurt him,” Marty muttered. “Nearly everyone was going to wager something on him.”

“Including me. Now forget about it, Dad. It won’t do you any good to dwell on it. I doubt the culprit is going to own up.” After a minute, Phyllis added thoughtfully, “I did take a tin of plums over to Estella …but I’m sure she wouldn’t have given any to Stargazer.”

“I doubt it,” Marty said, more puzzled than ever.

Before going to the pub, Estella went home to change. She was sorting through her clothes when she heard shouting at the back of the house. Going to investigate, she was appalled to see Mai staggering around her campfire, drunk. Binnie was sitting in the dust on the far side of the fire with her knees drawn up, a terrified expression on her face. “Oh, no,” Estella said in dismay. She just couldn’t figure Mai out. One minute she seemed to be sensible and behaved in a logical manner, and the next, she was drunk and ranting like a mad woman. Estella was sure someone was giving her alcohol, and she was furious. Whoever it was had to know that poor Binnie needed her mother to be sober.

Estella couldn’t contain her anger. “This has to stop,” she mumbled. She confronted Mai and took the bottle from her, no small feat when she was drunk.

“Where did you get this?” she asked, as she tipped the remaining contents, little more than a dribble, into the dust.

Mai’s eyes widened in disbelief, and she snatched for the bottle, but Estella kept it out of reach.

“Give me, missus,” she shouted.

“Tell me who gave this to you, Mai! Charlie said he doesn’t sell you alcohol. Is that right?”

Mai nodded miserably.

“Did Edna give it to you?”

Mai shook her head. “I not say, missus. Somethin’ bad happen to Binnie.”

“Who told you that, Mai?”

Mai began wailing and raced off into the falling darkness. Estella turned and noticed the kennel gate was open, and the dog was gone. “Oh, no,” she said looking around. There was no sign of the bitch. Knowing the dog was in heat, Estella wanted to scream in frustration, but she noticed Binnie had begun to cry, so she took her inside, bathed her, and put her to bed. When the child had fallen asleep, Estella slipped out of the house, determined to find out who was giving Mai wine and filling her head with ridiculous superstitions.

Estella was surprised to see several of the station owners in the pub, including Teddy Hall, who looked at her strangely when she came in. As soon as Charlie saw her, he took her aside. “What’s all this about, Estella? Do you intend to divulge our little secret?” he whispered.

“Yes, I’m sorry, but I have to do it.”

Charlie pursed his lips. “Are you sure you want to do it now, so soon after what you’ve just been through? If you wait until I’ve got some beer ….” Charlie felt no shame for thinking it was a pity to be missing out on profits.

“The longer I leave it, the harder it will be, and the worse I’ll feel about betraying these people.”

“Perhaps you should go back to the hospital and let me do it.”

Estella gave him a small, appreciative smile. “I’m grateful for the offer, but it would be better coming from me.”

“Well, I’m not going to let you do it alone,” he said, straightening himself up. “I’ll be right there with you. You are my niece, and Ross was my only brother.”

Estella placed her hand on his arm. “Thank you, Uncle Charlie,” she whispered. “I appreciate your support. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about the meeting. I was going to when Phyllis turned up.”

“That’s all right.”

“Before we go in, I want to find out how Mai has been getting bottles of cheap wine.” Before he could reply, Marty joined them.

“Do you know?” Estella persisted.

“I haven’t got a clue,” Charlie said. “There’s not a drop of alcohol in the pub, so it can’t have come from here.”

“What can’t have come from here?” Marty asked. Estella was more confused than ever. “Do you know who would be giving Mai alcohol, Marty?”

Marty shook his head. “It must be someone who has a few bottles put away, because there’s not a drop in town as far as I know.”

“Perhaps I’ll speak to Phyllis about it,” Estella said. “She seems to understand the Aboriginal people quite well, and Mai is terrified that if she tells me who gave her the wine, something will happen to her daughter.”

“Phyllis might be able to help you,” Marty said. “She was talking to Mai this afternoon.”

“Then she’s just the person I want to see. Is she here?”

“Not yet.”

Estella was disappointed it would have to wait.

Charlie and Estella went into the lounge, where he called everyone’s attention, while Estella stood nervously beside him. When everyone was quiet, and Estella was about to launch into her explanation, she was interrupted by Clem Musgrove, who’d just come in. To everyone’s surprise, he was carrying the winner’s trophy for the Kangaroo Crossing Cup.

“Before you start, there is something I need to put right.” He marched to the front of the room and looked at Estella, who wasn’t sure what to expect. He turned to the audience. “I want to present this cup to its rightful owner,” he said. He glanced at Marty, who was flabbergasted. They’d raced on the condition that no one was to ever know about it.

“I doubt any of you know,” he said, finally willing to believe that Marty was a man of his word, “but on the night of the picnic races, Stargazer and Plumbago raced ….”

Words of surprise circled the room.

“…and Stargazer won.”

The room erupted in cheers and applause that quickly disintegrated into grumbles about not having the opportunity to back one of the horses. Clem held his hand up, and called for silence. “Plumbago is a good horse, one of the best. He won the cup against a good field, but that field didn’t include the previous year’s cup winner. When Marty asked for a race to sort out which of the two horses was the fastest, I agreed. Plumbago was tired, but Stargazer had been ill, so although I couldn’t see it at the time, the odds were fair. Stargazer won in a race that I think Marty will agree was a tough one.”

Marty nodded.

Words of disappointment went round the men, some shaking their heads because they’d missed something they’d waited months to see.

“I’m handing over the cup …and letting you all know that Plumbago will be back next year, when I have no doubt the cup will return to me.” Clem laughed as the audience booed him good-naturedly. Marty came forward, and he and Clem shook hands, while Clem placed the silver trophy where it belonged.

“You’re a good sport, Clem,” Marty said admiring the cup.

“It’ll be returning to me soon enough,” Clem said, grinning. He’d thought long and hard about keeping it, but in the end, he wanted to do what was right. When he really thought about how he felt, he’d had to admit that his victory had felt hollow without Stargazer in the race, and as the horse later proved, he was the better horse on the day, so the trophy rightfully belonged with Marty. Clem turned to Estella. “You did a great job with Stargazer,” he said. “I hope you stay in Kangaroo Crossing because I’ll certainly be calling on your services.”

Before Estella could reply, she was interrupted again. “I have something I want to say,” Teddy Hall said from the back of the room. Estella noticed that Annie was with him, and she looked nervous. Teddy walked to the front of the room and stood beside Estella. She thought he looked well, but she knew it could be months before the bouts of fever left him completely.

“My cattle have just eaten their first decent feed in months, and I believe it’s because you and Charlie arranged to bring feed up from down south.” He was addressing Estella, who could only nod before she glanced at Charlie anxiously. She wondered if Teddy was going to accuse her of meddling unnecessarily. His reaction to any help she’d offered so far had always been unexpected, so she didn’t see why this time should be any different. “I can be pig-headed and stubborn,” Teddy said. “That’s just the way I am, but I didn’t give you a chance, and …I’m sorry.”

Estella gaped at him, lost for words.

“By diagnosing my cattle with Brucellosis, you diverted a disaster, not only for me, but for my neighbours,” Teddy said. “While I was wallowing in self-pity, you were doing something constructive to save my station and many others.”

“You had a fever, so you weren’t yourself,” Estella said magnanimously. She didn’t know what else to say.

“He’s always a grumpy bastard,” one the men shouted.

“And I’ll sort you out later,” Teddy called back, half smirking. He turned again to Estella. “If not for you, my family would have been lost, and I wanted to personally thank you and ask you to accept my apology for being so mistrusting and inhospitable.” He held out his hand, which Estella was hesitant to take. When she finally did, the room erupted in another round of applause.

Estella looked at Charlie, and he understood that what Teddy had said made it even harder for her--but there was no going back now. After enduring the applause for several moments, feeling on the verge of tears, she held up her hand to silence the room.

When the room had quieted, Estella looked at all the faces around her, mostly familiar, all shining with gratitude, and knew what she was about to say was going to come as a blow.

“I called this meeting tonight because I have something to tell you …something I should have told you weeks ago.” She glanced up at Charlie, grateful that he was standing tall beside her. “I came to Kangaroo Crossing for all the wrong reasons.” The palms of her hands felt sweaty with nerves, and her voice cracked with emotion. “I know many of you didn’t think I’d last and only considered me a temporary fill-in until you found a real replacement for Ross Cooper, but I had hoped to stay on for some time.”

“You are more than welcome to stay on permanently,” Barney Everett said.

“Let me finish, Barney,” Estella said, knowing in a few moments, he might not feel the same.

Barney looked confused, like many others in the audience. Estella was tempted to change her mind, but she’d come this far. “I took up the challenge of bringing Stargazer back to health for two reasons. Whether you believe this or not, the first reason was because I thought I could help him, but the second reason was less noble. I wanted to prove myself to all of you. Luckily, I did succeed in making him well again.”

“Luck had nothing to do with it,” Marty said. “It was your skill, courage, and dedication. I know I didn’t make it easy, but you weren’t put off for a moment.”

Estella felt grateful to him, but she wondered how he’d feel when he knew the truth. “I also accepted this job for two reasons.” In that split second, she decided her confession was going to be a thorough one. She was going to tell these people the whole, sordid truth. “The first involved the dire circumstances that I had suddenly found myself in.” She dropped her eyes to the ground for a moment, but then lifted her chin in defiance. She told herself she had nothing to be ashamed of where James was concerned. “My husband had just told me he wanted a divorce, and his timing couldn’t have been worse …because I had just found out I was expecting our first child.”

The women in the audience, which now included Phyllis, gasped in shock. Some of the men shuffled uncomfortably that one of their own could be so heartless.

“I’m not telling you this because I want your sympathy; I just want you all to know why I was looking for somewhere to hide out, and why I needed a job to support myself and my child. When I found out about the position here in Kangaroo Crossing, I gratefully accepted it, as it solved my dilemma. It was work, and there was a home for me and my child, but there was another reason, one that goes much deeper.”

Estella looked around the room at the curious faces and swallowed the lump forming in her throat. “I wanted to get to know my real father.” She glanced at Charlie, and most of those in the audience noted her action. “Charlie, you old dog,” John Matthews shouted.

Charlie’s eyes widened in surprise, and Estella said, “No, Charlie isn’t my father, he’s my uncle.” She paused, watching the faces before her as they tried to grasp what that meant. The only one not surprised, she noticed, was Phyllis. “My father was Ross Cooper.”

Gasps and cries of disbelief circulated the room, and Estella saw confusion turn to betrayal before her eyes.

“Why didn’t yer say something before?” Marjorie Waitman said angrily.

“I wanted you to accept me for who I was. I know you all loved and admired Ross.”

“Too right we did,” someone said.

“I just wanted the chance to fill his shoes. I realised how hard that was going to be on the night I arrived, when some of you made it quite obvious that you didn’t want a woman for a vet.”

“Especially not a lyin’ one,” a man at the back of the room shouted.

“Now hold on, Frank,” Charlie said, putting his arm around Estella’s shoulders. “It was my idea not to tell you all who Estella was. I knew how you all felt about Caroline.” He glanced at Estella. “Estella didn’t want to go along with it.”

“You should have known better,” Francis Waitman said.

“I could have said something, Uncle Charlie,” Estella added in his defence. “I also kept my pregnancy a secret, and I have no justification for doing so.” She looked at the faces before her, which had only moments ago been smiling, but were now hostile. “You had every right to know what and who you were getting to replace my father. I just want to say I’m really sorry for deceiving you. Although you have no reason to believe it, I’m not in the habit of lying, and I couldn’t live with these secrets any longer.” As Estella’s gaze wandered from face to face, the room remained quiet.

The silence was worse than any insults Estella could have heard. The friendly, warm atmosphere of just moments ago had turned cold and disapproving, reminding her of the first night she arrived. The acceptance and forgiveness she wanted, needed, was not forthcoming.

Estella could bear it no longer. She ran from the pub in tears.


CHAPTER 30

“Oh, good, you’re awake!” Murphy was only stirring, but turned his head towards the doorway, where Phyllis was standing. “I didn’t expect you to return this evening,” he said sleepily.

“I wasn’t going to, but there’s been a bit of a commotion at the pub.” Phyllis came into the room to stand beside his bed.

“What do you mean? What’s going on?”

“You won’t believe it,” Phyllis suddenly paused and looked at Murphy strangely. “Or maybe you would.”

“What are you talking about, Phyllis?”

“Do you know who Estella is?”

Murphy frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Did she tell you who her father was?”

“Her father?!” Murphy looked confused. “You aren’t making any sense, Phyllis.”

“Obviously she forgot to mention to you that she’s Ross Cooper’s daughter?”

Murphy stared at her in disbelief and then lifted himself up on his elbows. “Where did you get a silly idea like that from?”

“She just told everyone at a meeting she called. She admitted to lying to us all, and everyone’s furious. She also admitted to keeping it from us that she’s pregnant.” Phyllis noted Murphy’s lack of response to this bit of news, and she felt cross and cheated. “Charlie’s standing by her, of course, as he’s her uncle. He said it was his idea to keep her identity a secret, but she’s taking full responsibility.”

Murphy turned to look out the window at the night sky, full of stars, and his mind went back to the time when he and Estella had gazed at the stars together out in the desert. He recalled their conversation, when she’d told him about her husband and how they came to be separated. He wondered why she hadn’t told him then that she was Ross Cooper’s daughter. “You look as shocked as everyone else,” Phyllis said.

Murphy nodded. “Can you fetch Betty or Kylie for me, Phyllis?”

“What for?”

“Just do it, please?”

Phyllis didn’t understand, but Murphy was clearly upset, so she went to look for Betty or Kylie.

“It’s bad enough that a stranger lied to us, but I can’t believe you did, too,” Marty said to Charlie.

“What would you have done in my position? You’ve all held a grudge against Caroline for years, and Estella had been through enough with her husband wanting a divorce. She didn’t need you lot giving her stick.”

“That’s no excuse, Charlie. It’s not right to lie to your mates.”

Charlie did feel guilty, especially where Marty was concerned. He got along with everyone in town, but Marty was more like family than a mate. “Look, I did what I thought was right at the time. You can hate me if you like, but don’t take your anger out on Estella. She nearly lost the baby a few weeks ago, and I don’t want that to happen again.” Charlie threw down the cloth he’d been using to wipe the bar and headed for the door.

“Where are you going?” Marty called after him.

“To see if Estella is all right.”

Charlie returned within a few minutes. “Estella won’t open the door,” he said. “For your sakes, I hope she is all right.”

No one had ever seen Charlie so angry. “It’s not our fault,” Barney Everett said. “It wasn’t us who lied to her.”

“You all could have been a bit more understanding. It’s not good for a pregnant woman to be upset. I’m going to get Dan. She might need him.”

The townsfolk stared after Charlie in disbelief. It was so unlike him to be sensitive to a woman’s needs or moods. In fact, he didn’t seem like himself at all.

Marty looked up to see Murphy in the doorway on crutches. “What are you doing here?” he said. “You should be resting in the hospital.” It was obvious the effort of getting to the pub had exhausted him.

“That’s what I told him,” Phyllis said, coming from behind Murphy. “But he wouldn’t listen.”

“Where’s Estella?” Murphy asked, hobbling in. He was in a great deal of pain, but ignored it.

“If you want to give her a piece of your mind, you’re too late,” Marjorie said. “She left.”

“What did you say to her?” Murphy said sharply.

“Not nearly as much as I would have liked to,” Marjorie said. “Seems to me, she’s like her mother. She can’t be trusted.”

“That’s unfair,” Murphy said. “You can’t make her pay for what her mother did before she was even born.”

Marjorie looked surprised. “Are you defending her?”

“Someone has to. She had the guts to own up to a mistake. Surely you can all give her credit for that?”

Most of the station owners, including Teddy Hall, had already left. They were not comfortable with verbally tearing Estella to pieces after she’d been instrumental in saving their stock from starvation. The townsfolk and Barney Everett had remained behind in the lounge of the hotel to discuss their shock and disappointment at being duped. “We wouldn’t have engaged her as the town’s vet if we’d known she was Caroline’s daughter,” Kev said.

“Are you all forgetting that she’s Ross’s daughter, too?”

Murphy’s statement was greeted by defiant silence. “We all loved and admired Ross,” Murphy added. “Do you think if he were alive and his daughter came back, that he’d put up with you all treating her badly? Because I don’t. The Ross I know would have been damned proud to have her fill his shoes.”

“How do you know?” Marty said. “She never bothered with him when he was alive.”

“I know the kind of man Ross was, and I can’t recall him ever saying a bad word about Estella or her mother.”

“Ross never bad-mouthed anyone, unless they were mistreating an animal,” Barney said.

“He had every right to pass judgment on his wife, but I think he understood why she couldn’t live in Kangaroo Crossing,” Murphy said. “Not many people from the city could settle out here.”

Marty had nothing to say. When he thought about it, in all the years he’d known Ross, he’d never heard him say a disparaging remark about Caroline. “I’m not a bit surprised that Estella’s like her dad,” Murphy said. “Look what she did for Stargazer.”

Kev and some of the others mumbled, but Marty remained silent. On the subject of Stargazer, he felt torn. He thought he owed Ross his loyalty, but no one could argue that what Estella had done for Stargazer was pretty amazing, and he felt he owed her a huge debt. He had little doubt she had saved the horse’s life. “Her approach was different,” Murphy said. “But Ross would have been bursting with pride to see that horse fit and well again. Dan just told me about the feed that Estella and Charlie had brought up here. That wasn’t part of her job, but she went that extra mile to try and save the station owners’ cattle and sheep. We all know that if the stations go under, so do we. So we’ve probably got Estella and Charlie to thank for saving our livelihoods, too.”

“Did she tell you that she was Ross’s daughter?” Marjorie asked in a tone less accusing.

“No, but she told me about the baby and how she came to be separated from her husband. I think he treated her appallingly. It took real guts to come all the way out here to start again. The prospect of bringing up a child alone and starting a whole new life amongst strangers must have been terrifying.”

Marjorie looked uncomfortable, but Phyllis appeared resentful. She’d been expecting Murphy to be livid, but instead he was defending Estella.

“She left everything familiar to her,” Murphy said. “Her home, her family, her friends, in the hope of forging a new life with us. We all know how hard that is, and in the beginning none of us welcomed her with open arms, including me, even though we couldn’t find another vet to come out here. She must have been really frightened to tell us about the baby because she didn’t mention it to me until we were about to crash-land. When we discussed it later, I told her that people in the outback pull together in hard times and that we’d all help her. I don’t know about you, but that’s what I intend to do.”

Estella sat on her father’s bed and opened his journal. She could barely read the words through her tears. “I wish you were here, Dad,” she whispered. “I need you.”

She heard another knock on her door and someone else calling her, but she ignored them. She didn’t want to see anyone. She wanted to be alone with her shame and misery. She’d said she was sorry for what she’d done. There was nothing else she could do. If the townsfolk wanted her gone badly enough, and she was sure they did, they’d have to pay for her fare to return to England because she certainly didn’t have the money.

Estella noted the date of her father’s first entry in his journal. It was just prior to her first birthday. She also noticed that his handwriting was similar to her own, which made her smile sadly. As she glanced down the page, she could see that he didn’t write in the journal every day. Some of the dates were weeks, even months, apart. As she read his thoughts, it became very clear that he loved the bush, but it was also obvious that he was very lonely, despite having Charlie and the townsfolk for company.

Charlie had told her that the first few months after her mother had left were the worst in Ross’s life. He didn’t eat or sleep, and wandered around in a daze. Charlie had been very frightened for him, but gradually, with the help of everyone in the town, his life had returned to a semblance of normality. Estella was therefore not really surprised that Ross didn’t start writing his journal until almost a year later. His first entry was about the doctor employed in the hospital at the time.

November 10th, 1926. Dr. Sam Carter is very efficient, but I am yet to see any evidence that he is sympathetic to the plight of the Aboriginals. I doubt he will last long in Kangaroo Crossing. This morning I heard him shout at a woman for eating berries that were not yet ripe. The concept of surviving in the bush during a drought seems to escape him.

November 15th, 1926. Today is my little girl’s first birthday. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about her. It breaks my heart that a year of her life has gone, and I haven’t even seen her.

Estella wondered if her mother ever thought of her father pining to see her. It hadn’t crossed her mind as she was growing up, but her mother must have had some idea about how he would have been feeling. Surely she couldn’t have been that heartless.

December 2nd, 1926. As expected, Dr. Carter has moved on. His replacement is Dr. Singh. He’s been here a week, but his command of the English language is not good, so he’s having a great deal of difficulty communicating with his Aboriginal and European patients. After one of Charlie’s under-cooked steaks at the pub, he has taken to cooking Indian food in his room, so the hospital smells like a curry house. I am certain he sees his tenure in Kangaroo Crossing as temporary, and, not surprisingly, so do the townsfolk.

Last week the building of two new houses was completed in great anticipation of the proposed railway coming to town. Kev and Betty Wilson arrived in town to take up occupancy of one of the houses. The mailman and his wife are expected to take residence in the other.

Kev and Betty are real bush people. They lost their station in the Kimberleys after a three-year drought. They wanted to retire in a small, remote community, so I’m sure Kangaroo Crossing fits all their requirements. I’ve noticed they seem sceptical of the railway ever reaching town, but they have fine community spirit. Both have offered their services at the hospital.

January, 1927. Christmas has come and gone. I had hoped to receive a photograph of Estella from Caroline, but as yet, nothing has arrived. Despite the yearlong drought in this area, the farmers out on the stations are a steadfast lot. I’m in admiration of their courage. I’ve just spent three days on Pandi Pandi Station. The hospitality received was heartwarming. The cattle that have survived this long are malnourished, and many thousands of sheep have been flyblown and destroyed, and yet morale remains high. We all believe the rains will come, hopefully not too late for the cattle and sheep battling to survive.

April 10th, 1927. The rain has come. Hooray!

April 12th, 1927. It’s still raining.

April 15th, 1927. It’s still raining, and Queensland has also received a deluge. The Track has been washed out by floodwaters from Goyder’s Lagoon and the Cooper River. The Diamantina and Warburton are struggling to hold their banks.

May 14th, 1927. The police station in town is under water, and the locals tell me the Strzelecki Creek is ten feet higher than the 1913 flood. The inland has become a sea, and every day thousands of migrating birds fly over on their way to Lake Eyre. They make a spectacular sight, but I can’t believe that out here, where people and stock usually die of thirst, they are now at risk of drowning. The store in town has enough food to keep us going for a while yet, but Charlie is concerned that the pub will soon run out of beer.

July, 1927. In just two months, the floodwater has subsided, Lake Eyre has emptied, and once again the area is suffering a lack of surface water.

August, 1927. It’s been a tragic day. After leaving Kangaroo Crossing less than a week ago, Robert Foster perished at Ten Mile Creek. Sadly, in the time I’ve been here, more than two years, many have suffered the same fate.

As Estella read through the pages, which were like a history book for the area, she saw that her father always remembered her passing birthdays with ever-growing sadness. She felt a sense of guilt because during her happy and privileged childhood, she barely gave him a thought. On the few occasions she did, her inquiries met a wall of silence.

Ross noted, often colourfully, the changes that took place in Kangaroo Crossing. With great excitement he recorded the first pedal wireless broadcast from the hospital in 1929. He reported his trips across the Simpson Desert, which Estella read with interest after her recent ordeal. He mentioned the sand dunes that ran parallel from north-west to south-east for distances up to one hundred miles, which she had seen from the air. He mentioned the spinifex grass that grew between the dune crests, and the mulga trees. He also noted with pleasure that after a rare shower, the desert was an abundance of wild flowers. Estella felt sorry that she would miss seeing the flowers. He wrote about some of the rare Australian desert animals, including the fat-tailed marsupial mouse, but the one thing that greatly surprised Estella was the mention of hot springs near the Mungerannie road house, and that 140 species of different birds congregated there.

In the 1930s Ross talked about the loss of the police station and the birth of the Royal Flying Doctor Service in Queensland. Soon after, a pilot and plane were based in Kangaroo Crossing to take the doctor out to the stations and to small-cattle raising settlements that were scattered along the fringes of the desert. It was obvious that Ross was very excited about the prospect of being able to use the service when the doctor wasn’t using it. It meant he could do so much more, as travelling by horseback to the stations was very time-consuming. Ross had earlier mentioned the camel caravans that travelled up The Track, led by Afghan traders. Estella had enjoyed reading about these caravans because they were so important to the few people living in one of Australia’s remotest settlements.

Through the war, it seemed little changed in the town of Kangaroo Crossing. Supplies were short, which made life tougher and the people more creative and resourceful, but because the town was so isolated, they heard little about what was going on overseas. Any news in the papers was at least a month old before they got it.

Out on the stations, the story was a little different. Nearly all the able-bodied men had joined the services, so the women were left to cope. They had no choice but to take up the work their husbands had done, so they began mustering, shearing, crutching, and droving. It was obvious that Ross Cooper had great admiration for those determined to keep their stations going while their husbands were at war, and from his comments, it seemed many felt the same about his dedication to their stock.

As Estella read page after page, she began to get a sense of her father’s loneliness. He didn’t always make direct reference to it, but she could feel it. He spent a lot of time walking in the desert and along the banks of the Diamantina River. His thoughts often dwelt on her and her mother, and his sadness was reflected in his words. He wrote that he wished that Caroline had stayed with him long enough to give birth to Estella, just so he could have seen her. But he added that he could never have endured her leaving with the baby, because he was certain she would have captured his heart. He said that although he’d never met Estella, his heart ached with love for her. As Estella read his words, she experienced his pain, and her own heart almost broke. She needed him now, just as he had needed her then. She felt as he did back then, that a piece of her heart was missing.

Ross wrote that in 1947, the Australian Commonwealth government purchased Qantas, the Queensland and Northern Territory Aerial Service, and designated the company Australia’s flag carrier. He added that in the same year, Qantas began a regular service to London on what they called the ‘Kangaroo Route.’ He said that he prayed that one day Estella would make the journey out to Australia. He always dreamt and longed for the day they would meet.

In the late forties, Ross began writing more about the Aboriginal peoples, but it seemed one in particular had captured his attention, Mai. It was obvious he had a growing interest and admiration for her. He also mentioned the arrival of Dr. Dan Dugan.

January 7, 1948. Dr. Dan Dugan arrived in town today to replace Steven Holland, who had taken ill with a rare lung complaint.

March 10, 1948. Poor Dan. He is an excellent doctor and wonderful to the Aboriginals, but he is terribly tormented.

September 12, 1948. Dan and I have become very good friends. I do my best to keep him sober, but I fear no one can take away his anguish. He has confided in me about an accident that has brought about his dreadful torture. I have tried to reassure him that he is without blame, but my words of comfort fall on deaf ears. Dan is a young man, but if he continues on this path of self-destruction, I do not see him surviving to be an old man, which is most unfortunate, as he has much to offer the world.

November 15, 1948. It’s Estella’s birthday. I have just received a letter from Flo, and the most wonderful gift, a small drawing of Estella. She is absolutely beautiful. For years I have been trying to picture her, but not one of my visions can do justice to the reality of her beauty.

Estella remembered Aunt Florence saying that her mother had forbidden her to send a photograph to her father, but it seemed that Florence had found a way for Ross to see his daughter without breaking her vow. She vaguely remembered Florence asking her to sit for an artist who was lodging with her for a short time. She wondered where the portrait was now. She hadn’t found it amongst Ross’s possessions.

Florence tells me Estella is doing very well in university, and I couldn’t be prouder. I yearn to see her, but I fear I would only turn her life upside down, and I have no desire to confuse or hurt her. I am grateful she had a good upbringing and although I envy Marcus Wordsworth from the bottom of my heart, I am indebted to him for keeping my little girl safe and giving her the life I would have wished for her.

January 4, 1949. Mai and I were married today in an Aboriginal ceremony. My wife is a complex but giving woman. She has opened my eyes and heart to the country around me and taught me a new respect for this vast and bountiful land. For the first time in many years, I feel as close as possible, even without my Estella, to a sense of completeness.

September 9, 1949. Today my Aboriginal wife has given me a daughter. It’s very difficult to put into words the joy and pride I feel for this beautiful little girl, but her birth comes with a tinge of sadness. As I hold her in my arms, she reminds me of the daughter that I never got to hold. My happiness is tainted with sorrow and regret.

December 25, 1949. Today I have the joy of Christmas with my wife and child. It’s bittersweet. Christmas means nothing to Mai, since it’s the Aboriginal way to believe that every day is a day of celebration, but having Binnie to spoil goes a small way to making up for all the Christmases I missed with Estella.

In the entries that followed, it was obvious that Binnie brought Ross great joy. Estella could only smile when he wrote of her infant triumphs and tribulations. It was also obvious that he had a deep and abiding affection for his Aboriginal wife and although she often went walkabout, taking Binnie with her, there was no mention of her ever getting drunk.

After reading the journal, Estella went into Ross’s room to put the book away and check on Binnie. It was almost midnight, and the child was sleeping peacefully. As Estella gazed at her in the darkness, she suddenly felt closer to her father than she ever had before. In her, and in Binnie, Ross would live on. And for Estella, Binnie was a connection to her father. Estella felt a real sense of sadness that she would not be able to continue on with her father’s work. It would have been an honour to carry on his legacy.

Needing some fresh air, Estella opened the back door and was startled to find Dan sitting on the step. “What are you doing here?”

“I just wanted to make sure you are all right.”

“Then you’ve heard.”

“That you’re Ross Cooper’s daughter? Yes.”

Estella wondered if someone had told Murphy. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you myself, Dan. I wanted to today and many other times.”

“We all have our secrets, Estella.” Dan looked away for a moment.

“The townsfolk don’t understand. They have been unable to forgive my mother for leaving my father.”

“I’m sure she had her reasons, but they had nothing to do with you. Personally, I don’t see why it should matter who your parents are. You are still you, and I think you are very special.”

Estella smiled. “Thanks, Dan. You’re all right, too. Now go and get some sleep. You hardly had any last night, so you must be tired.”

Dan thought it was so like Estella to be concerned about him, instead of herself. “If you are sure?”

“I’m fine. I’ve spent the past few hours reading my father’s journal. I feel like I know him, and you know something?” Her voice cracked with emotion. “I really like him.” Suddenly the tears came.

Dan opened his arms, and Estella went gladly into them. “I liked him, too,” he whispered.

A few moments later, Estella stepped out of Dan’s embrace. “I really needed that,” she said, dabbing her tears. “Thanks.”

“Anytime,” Dan said, tempted to admit how much he had longed to hold her. “Charlie will be happy to know you are all right. He’s been worried sick.” He didn’t mention that Murphy was beside himself and that he’d had to order him back to bed.

“He feels responsible, but he shouldn’t.” Estella suddenly felt an overwhelming need to finish something she had started. “I have something I have to do, Dan.”

“What’s that?”

“I have to go out to Yattalunga to treat Ralph Talbot’s dog.”

Dan was taken by surprise.

“Will you fly me out there?”

“Me?”

“Yes, if you feel you can.”

“I’m just surprised that you trust me.”

“Of course I do. I assumed with Murphy out of action that you would be piloting your plane when you need to go out to see patients.”

“I hadn’t really thought about it, but I suppose I am going to have to.”

“I have just one small favour to ask.”

Dan’s old uncertainties crept back. “What’s that?”

“That you fly a little slower. The noises your plane makes scare the life out of me.”

Dan half smiled. He felt overwhelmed with joy to think that Estella trusted him to fly her out to the stations. It boosted his confidence, but he said, “I really shouldn’t be flying anyone anywhere, Estella. I’m an alcoholic.”

Estella felt it was a step in the right direction for Dan to admit he had a problem. She also remembered her father trying to help him. “Well there’s not much danger of you having a drink. The town is dry.”

“For how long?”

“I don’t know, but it could be quite a while. I really need to get out to Yattalunga. Will you take me, Dan, please?”

Dan nodded. He couldn’t refuse Estella anything. “When did you want to go?”

“First thing in the morning.”


CHAPTER 31

Before going to the pub to see her uncle, Estella headed towards the hospital to speak to Murphy. It was very early, a time of day she had come to enjoy. The sky was a soft pink, the light not yet blinding, and the air was still and relatively cool. The town was even quieter than usual, or so it seemed, except for the buzzing of bush flies and the occasional warble of a lonely crow in one of the few gum trees.

Estella wasn’t surprised to find Murphy still asleep, although she was a little disappointed. She had no idea that he had only just fallen asleep after worrying all night about how she was coping with the townsfolk’s hostilities. She thought about waking him, but decided against it. His sheets were crumpled, and he looked absolutely exhausted, so she assumed the pain in his leg had kept him awake.

As Estella crossed to the pub, she saw Dan pumping fuel from a large drum into the plane. She called to him that she was going to see Charlie, and he waved in acknowledgement.

The door of the pub was never locked, so Estella just let herself in. She walked through the bar calling for her uncle, noticing the absence of the odour of beer dregs and stale smoke. Charlie appeared, yawning and dishevelled, as if he had just awoken. He’d also endured a restless night.

“Estella!” He was thrilled to see her, and relieved to see she didn’t look like she’d been crying all night. “You’re up early. Are you going somewhere?” He hoped she hadn’t made any hasty decisions based on the townsfolk’s anger. He wanted time to convince them to accept her. “I’m flying out to Yattalunga with Dan,” she said.

Charlie suddenly came fully awake. “Flying? You can’t,” he blurted out.

“Yes, I can, and I must.” Estella was almost certain it could be quite some time until she was replaced. “Ralph Talbot’s dog has an acute skin problem. I can’t let it suffer any longer. I want you to radio him and tell him we’re on our way, or at least we will be in a few minutes. Dan is refuelling now.”

Charlie tried to think of a way to tactfully say what he was thinking, but after a moment he gave up. “I don’t think you should fly with Dan.”

Estella frowned.

“Not in that old plane, Estella. Look what happened when you were flying in a decent plane.”

Estella was frightened, but she tried to hide it. “I’ve learnt that when it comes to planes, looks can be deceiving. And remember, it was Dan and that old plane that got me back here, so I’m sure we’ll be fine. Besides, Dan will be flying out to the stations regularly until Murphy’s broken leg heals, and he replaces his plane.”

Charlie went to say something, but changed his mind. He knew his fears were founded, but he felt he was being unfair to Dan after all he’d done. “I actually came to ask you something,” Estella said.

“What’s that?”

“Have you ever seen a small portrait of me that Aunt Florence sent to my father? It wasn’t amongst his belongings.”

“Yes, I have it. I took it the day Ross died, just in case Mai threw it away. She’s not sentimental about things.”

“Oh. That’s all right, then. I just wondered where it was.”

“Did Florence tell you she sent the portrait to Ross?”

“No, I read my father’s journal last night, and he mentioned it.”

Charlie’s gruff expression softened. He was overjoyed to hear Estella call Ross her father, especially with such affection in her voice. “When that portrait came, he was the happiest man alive. He’d waited more than twenty years to see what you looked like, but he told me you were far more beautiful than anything his imagination could conjure up. He used to just sit and stare at it for hours.”

Estella’s eyes pricked with tears. “I’m glad he left a journal.”

“Where did you find it?”

“Mai had it. She was using it as some kind of protective totem. She actually believed that my father’s spirit had returned in a dingo that was hanging around the house.”

Charlie shook his head. “Aboriginal beliefs are very strong. I’ve known them to actually die from being cursed.”

Estella thought of Mai’s superstitions. “I’d like to talk to Edna about that later. As for the journal, reading it gave me a window into my father’s world, and I now feel like I knew him.”

“Perhaps that’s why Ross wrote it.” Charlie smiled, but his expression changed suddenly when his thoughts returned to Estella’s plans. “Couldn’t you speak to Ralph over the radio and suggest a home remedy for his dog, Estella?”

“No, Uncle Charlie. I have to see the dog for myself.”

His lips pursed, but his eyes twinkled with pride. “I swear, yer as stubborn as your father.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

Estella had no sooner left the bar than Charlie radioed Longreach. Henry Phelps answered.

“We need a relief pilot and plane out here as soon as possible,” Charlie barked, wasting no time on formalities. “Just for a few months,” he added. He knew Murphy’s plane was insured, so if it couldn’t be salvaged, he would get a replacement.

Henry recognised his gruff manner, but decided to stir him up a little. “Is that you, Macca?”

“You know damn well it’s Charlie Cooper,” Charlie spat. He was in no mood for larrikins.

Henry chuckled. “I heard Dr. Dan Dugan was flying again. Can’t you make do with him until Murphy’s back in the air?”

“Good news travels fast,” Charlie muttered. “Dan hasn’t flown for years.”

“He still holds a current licence,” Henry said. Charlie could tell that Henry was still smirking.

“He may well have a licence, but his plane is too old, and I won’t have him flying our new vet, Estella Lawson, around in it. There’s no way it’s safe.”

“I was told it’s been well maintained. In fact, Murphy’s picked up parts for it here more than once.”

“If someone from the Air Safety Board were to see it, they’d probably rule it only fit for a museum.”

Henry was puzzled by Charlie’s sudden adherence to rules. He normally bucked convention, and it was common knowledge that he’d let his publican licence run out several times. “Are you sweet on the town’s new vet, Charlie?” he snickered.

“Don’t be daft, man. She’s my niece.”

Henry was flabbergasted. “Your niece!”

“That’s what I said.”

“Why didn’t you say so before? I’ll speak to Sam Lloyd. He has contacts in the city, so he can find out if there are any pilots with their own planes who are looking for work.”

“You do that, and get back to me as soon as you know something.” Charlie clicked off without giving Henry the chance to reply.

When Charlie returned to the bar, Dan came in to file a flight plan. Charlie thought he looked nervous, and his heart sank even further. “Is it really necessary to go out to Yattalunga, Dan? I think Estella should rest after all that happened yesterday.”

“It seems important to her,” Dan replied as he filled in the travel log.

“Is the plane running all right?” Charlie had to ask. “Have you checked the fuel cap seal?”

“Everything is perfect,” Dan said. He’d been up for hours checking and rechecking every nut and bolt. “Don’t worry, Charlie, I’ll take very good care of Estella.”

Charlie compressed his lips. He knew he would be a nervous wreck until they returned safe and sound. If only he had a beer to calm himself. “I’ll radio you as soon as we land at Yattalunga,” Dan said, going out the door.

The noise of a plane engine woke Murphy. He sat up and strained to see out of the window. From where his bed was positioned, he could just see the tip of a plane’s wing, so he got up, grabbed his crutches, and hobbled to the window. He was alarmed to see the propeller of Dan’s plane spinning, and Estella climbing aboard. “Oh, God, no,” he muttered. Slipping on a dressing gown, he hobbled outside as fast as he could.

“Dan,” he called, but his voice was drowned by the sound of the plane’s engine. Ducking under the wing, he hobbled towards the plane with dust blowing back over him and called to Dan. He still couldn’t be heard, so he used a crutch to reach up and knock on the window. Dan opened the window of the cockpit and looked down. “Murphy, what are you doing out here?”

“Where are you going?” Murphy called, shading his eyes from the rising dust. He wondered if Dan was flying Estella all the way to the Parafield Airport in South Australia. He’d been worrying that she would want to return to England as soon as possible.

“Out to Yattalunga,” Dan shouted down to him.

Murphy was only marginally relieved. The thought of Estella being flown across the Simpson again so soon worried him sick. “I’ll come with you,” he shouted back.

Dan wasn’t sure whether Murphy trusted him or mistrusted him. “Thanks, but I’ll be fine. You rest.”

Murphy wanted to insist, but Dan closed the window, ready for take-off.

Florence hadn’t been able to stop thinking about James heading to Australia. She’d been back to the Savoy Tearoom and found out that he was a regular. In fact, she’d been told by one of the staff that he spent a few hours there nearly every day, which she found very odd. She left him a message to meet her there on the following Friday afternoon at two o’clock, when she intended to question him closely. She still didn’t trust him, but since leaving that message, things had changed, and his reasons for spending his day at the tearoom, instead of with Davinia, were no longer foremost on her mind.

Besides grilling him on his relationship with Davinia, Florence had been going to commend James for doing the decent thing by Estella, as a form of encouragement. But then she’d had a rather odd call from Charlie at one o’clock in the morning, and her focus had shifted dramatically. Charlie was quite obviously worried about Estella. He told her of Estella’s near miscarriage and that she’d been stranded in the desert when the plane she was travelling in had to make an emergency landing. He also claimed she had just set off across the Simpson again, this time in a plane that should have long ago been scrapped. Florence was naturally concerned and determined to inform James of all that had been going on.

Since getting Flo’s message, James had been a bundle of nerves. He was almost certain she was going to tell him that Estella had lost the baby. Why else would she want to see him? He hadn’t been able to bring himself to mention their meeting to Davinia, whose obsessive behaviour was driving him to distraction. Every time he looked at her, she’d say something like, “How do feel about our child being called Winston? It’s a strong name, don’t you think? Or what about something a bit exotic if it’s a girl, like Isabella?”

She even woke him up in the middle of the night when she couldn’t sleep. “The baby’s name should be something that has class and dignity. What about Philomena or Charles Henry?”

It was never-ending. Although he was dreading the trip to Australia, he was looking forward to a break from Davinia.

James arrived at the Savoy early, but Florence was already there, which banished any shred of doubt that she was the bearer of bad news. In his experience, no one arrived late when bringing bad news.

“Hello, Florence,” he said, noting the hint of preoccupation in her features.

“Hello, James,” Florence replied crisply. As he took a seat opposite her, she poured him a cup of tea from her pot.

James couldn’t wait a moment longer to find out the reason for the meeting. “Have you had news about the baby?” he asked, getting straight to the point.

Florence put the pot down and passed him the jug of milk. “No,” she said. “Everything is fine with the baby, at least I hope so.” Florence thought about her conversation with her brother. She was fairly certain she had got the gist of it, but she’d been half asleep, and he’d been ranting. “I had a rather strange phone call from Charlie early this morning, but never mind that now. I have something I want to discuss.”

“Wait a minute, Florence. What do you mean you had a strange phone call from Charlie? What did he say?”

“Quite a lot, actually. Don’t get upset, but apparently Estella nearly lost the baby a few weeks ago.” Florence noticed that James had gone ashen, and she suddenly believed he really did care for his child. “She’s all right, and so is the baby, thanks to an Aboriginal concoction, but it seems she’s had some rather close calls of late.”

James couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He didn’t even like to think what an Aboriginal concoction was made up of. “What do you mean?”

“Charlie said she was travelling out to one of the stations to see to some animals when the plane she was in had to make an emergency crash landing in the desert.”

James gasped.

“Thankfully, she only suffered cuts and bruises, but I believe the pilot nearly lost his life. Anyway, they were rescued.”

“My God,” James said, thinking of how perilously close he had come to losing the life he wanted.

“I’ll get to the point of this meeting, James,” Florence said. “Are you still planning on travelling out to Australia in March?”

“Most definitely! After what you’ve just told me, I may even go sooner.” James was suddenly convinced that he would be doing his baby an enormous favour by bringing it back to England to be raised. With this thought in mind, a good part of his guilt diminished. He sipped his tea, feeling a whole lot better.

“Good,” Florence said thoughtfully.

James glanced at her and noted a twinkle in her eye.

“I’m coming with you,” Florence said, breaking into a smile.

He almost choked. “You’re what?”

“My rheumatism is terrible in this cold weather, so the warm, dry climate in Australia will do me a world of good. I’ve wanted to get away, but the thought of travelling so far alone was a bit daunting. But going with you would be ideal.” Florence beamed, but James was momentarily speechless.

“What about your lodgers?” he managed to stammer.

“I’ll give them plenty of notice. I might even sell the house and not come back if I like it. I could live comfortably on the money I’d get from the sale, and I’m sure Estella would appreciate some help with the baby.” Florence sipped her tea and beamed with excitement. “Let’s discuss the details,” she said.

Marty walked into the bar of the hotel just as Charlie was putting the phone down.

“Where is Dan going?”

“Out to Yattalunga with Estella.”

Marty could see Charlie was upset. “Are you worried about Dan’s flying?”

“Of course I am. And that old plane of his should have been scrapped years ago.”

“I’m sure Dan wouldn’t fly it if he thought it wasn’t safe. He certainly wouldn’t have gone all the way to Wilson’s Creek to rescue Estella and Murphy if he didn’t think he’d make it back.”

“That doesn’t mean something can’t go wrong this trip. As far as I’m concerned, it was a miracle they got back.”

Marty could see that nothing he said would make Charlie feel any better.

“You can’t worry all day.”

“I’ve got nothing else to do.”

“As a matter of fact, you have. You are going to help Wags and me. It will keep your mind occupied.”

“What are we going to do?”

Marty smiled. “Something constructive!”

“I understand that Rusty is your best working dog, Ralph,” Estella said, as she examined the dog on the front veranda of Ralph’s homestead, while Dan went inside with his wife, Martha, to radio Charlie. Estella had read about Rusty in her father’s notes, so she knew how important he was to Ralph.

“That he is, and he’s got at least five or six good years in him, if you can get him well again. A working dog of his calibre is worth several men on horseback.”

“Really? I read that Australian Kelpies were an important part of life on a cattle station, but I didn’t realise they were that essential.”

“We couldn’t work this property without good working dogs. Rusty has sired nearly a hundred pups, too, and selling them to farmers in the east is what’s kept us going in this drought.”

Estella was astounded. “Now I know where the expression ‘dog tired’ comes from.”

“What’s causing his hair loss and rash?”

“I’m afraid he has a severe allergy to fleas,” Estella said.

Ralph was surprised. “He’s had fleas before. Why has he suddenly reacted so badly?”

“I honestly don’t know. Sometimes the reaction just gets worse.”

“What can you do for him?”

“I’ll give him an injection to settle the inflammation. When all the redness has gone, you can use something like Keating’s Flea Powder. Ideally a natural remedy to bathe him in would be best, but I’m not sure what you’d use out here.”

“Martha swears by Tea Tree Oil, but I wanted you to see Rusty before she tried it.”

“It might work,” Estella said, preparing the injection. “Good luck with it, anyway.”

Ralph was startled. “You’ll come back and check on Rusty, won’t you?”

Estella looked into his sincere brown eyes, noticing how weathered his face was. She suspected he was middle-aged, but like almost everyone living in the outback, the elements had taken their toll. His skin was stained the same colour as the desert, a red-brown hue, as were his clothes and his house, even his wife, who by some strange coincidence had red hair. But Estella had liked Ralph as soon as she met him. He was personable.

“I don’t know what my future holds, so I can’t make any promises.”

Ralph looked confused.

“I probably should tell you, I’m Ross Cooper’s daughter.”

“You don’t say?” To Estella’s surprise, Ralph smiled. “Well, I’ll be.”

“I didn’t tell anyone until yesterday. The townsfolk are understandably disappointed in me, and I’m fairly certain I’ll be asked to leave.”

Ralph had been told that feed was on its way to his station and that Estella and Charlie had organised it to be brought up from down south. He couldn’t understand why anyone would be upset with someone so dedicated to their profession and as resourceful as she obviously was.

“They can’t make you leave. They don’t pay your wages, do they?” Ralph said.

Estella was astonished. “No.” She’d barely had any wages.

“And I believe you live in Ross’s house.”

“Yes.”

“Well, if he was your father, you have every right to be there. And if he’s your father, that makes Charlie Cooper your uncle, right?”

“Yes.”

“Does he want you to go?”

“No.”

“Then what are you worried about?”

Estella knew it wasn’t that simple. “If I’m not wanted, who’s going to employ me?”

“Me, for starters. And I know the other station owners will, too. They’re very grateful for the feed you organised.”

“I don’t know, Ralph. I’m very appreciative of your support, but I don’t think I could live in an atmosphere as hostile as it was when I told the townsfolk I was Ross Cooper’s daughter.”

“It’s up to you, of course, but you should give them a chance to get used to the idea.”

Estella nodded, but she wasn’t sure anything would change.

“How about a nice cup of tea and some of Martha’s scones?”

“That sounds wonderful. I’d also like to talk to Martha about this Tea Tree Oil. Does she make her own?”

“Yes, she does, and she’d be happy to show you how to do it.”


CHAPTER 32

“I appreciate you taking me out to Ralph’s, Dan.” Estella said, before glancing out of the window where she could see the plane’s shadow travelling beside them on its silent journey across the red desert.

Inside the plane, it was anything but silent. Over the hum of the engine, the fuselage creaked, rattled, and groaned. Estella wondered if the plane had always made such unnerving noises, but didn’t want to ask for fear of forcing Dan to relive the accident.

“It was my pleasure,” Dan said, but Estella had the feeling that flying was anything but a pleasure for him. He was gripping the yoke as if it were trying to get away from him. Estella thought his style of flying was so unlike Murphy’s, who handled the controls with such ease it was as if the plane were flying itself.

“It was probably my last house call, but I wouldn’t have felt right not going. And thank goodness I did, because poor Rusty was suffering.”

Dan looked at her in such a way that she knew what he was thinking before he said it.

“You are so like your father, Estella.”

His words gave her pleasure, but it was tinged with sadness.

“You know I truly believe that Ross would want you to stay on in the outback and continue his work.”

“And I’d like to, but I can’t live and work amongst people who hold me responsible, at least in part, for breaking my father’s heart. I just can’t.”

“You aren’t seriously thinking about going back to England, are you?”

“I don’t know. I never thought I would.” She hadn’t ever imagined she’d be forced to go home, but at least she had Aunt Florence to turn to, if it came to that.

“I hope you stay,” Dan said.

“You are probably the only one, apart from Uncle Charlie, of course.”

“What about Murphy?”

“I haven’t had a chance to speak to him yet, but I doubt he’s going to be very happy with me. While stranded together, we talked a lot and opened up to each other about our lives …so he’s bound to be wondering why I didn’t tell him who I was, while I had the perfect opportunity.”

Dan saw his own chance to find out the true nature of their relationship. “In a situation like that you must have become …close.”

“Yes, we did. I wouldn’t accept that we were going to die, but Murphy was sure we wouldn’t be found.”

“That doesn’t sound like Murphy.”

“Under different circumstances, I doubt he would have been so cynical, but I told him about the baby just as the plane was going down. I don’t know what I was thinking, blurting it out at a time like that. He was so shocked that he didn’t radio our position to Charlie. From up here, I can see how vast the Simpson is, so I understand why he felt we wouldn’t be rescued.”

Dan glanced out of the window. He knew searching for someone lost in the Simpson was like looking for a grain of salt in a bucket of sand.

“The radio was destroyed in the crash,” Estella said. “So, it was a miracle that Murphy was able to reconnect some of the wires, or we could very well have perished.”

“Everything worked out in the end, so try to put it behind you, Estella.”

“That will take some time, Dan. When Murphy fell and dislodged the bone I’d set in his leg, and I couldn’t stop the bleeding, I had to accept that he was dying right in front of me. I fought it like a coward because I was terrified of being left alone, but the thought of losing him was unimaginable. I suppose it’s inevitable that in a situation like that, a bond forms. It’s hard to express, but Murphy will always be special to me now. I suppose our situation could be likened to soldiers in the war, struggling to survive, and facing the possibility of dying side by side. They develop a bond that can’t be broken.”

“I suppose you are right,” Dan said, finally understanding. He felt better knowing the bond between them had developed because of their situation and that it wasn’t anything deeper.

“You know, Estella, if you do decide to stay, and I hope you do, you can count on my full support.”

Estella looked at him in amazement, and he knew he had to give her some reassurances about his problematic lifestyle.

“I’ve come to a turning point in my life. I need to change, and that means I must stop drinking. I’m not foolish enough to believe it will be that simple, but I think with determination and a little encouragement from my friends, I can do it.”

Estella was very pleased. “Good for you, Dan.”

“I like babies, you know, and I think I’m quite good with them.”

Estella wondered where his claim was leading.

“I know I’m not perfect, but every child needs a male role model in their lives.”

A flash of hurt crossed Estella’s features. “I intend to give my child everything it needs.”

“And you’ll be a wonderful mother. I just meant that if you have a little boy, there will be some things he can only talk to a man about. I’m just offering to be that man. I know your baby will have Charlie …but I’d like to be a kind of surrogate uncle figure.” He hoped to be more like a father figure, but didn’t want to push too hard. “If you ever need someone to talk to, or lean on, I’ll always be there for you.”

Estella was astonished. “Thank you, Dan. That’s very sweet of you.” She knew the next few weeks would be especially hard for him. “I don’t know what my future holds, but if I can support you for whatever little time I’m here, I will,” she said.

Dan gave her a small smile, but Estella thought he looked mildly embarrassed. She didn’t know he was also pleased and relieved that he had said what he wanted to say. As far as he was concerned, his cards were on the table, so it was up to her now.

“By the way, did you get through to Uncle Charlie on the radio?” Estella asked a little later.

“I got through to the pub, but Edna answered the call.”

“Oh. I thought Uncle Charlie would have been sitting on top of the radio.”

Dan smiled. “I did, too, but Edna said he was busy with Marty. I didn’t go into detail, because Edna is not very good with the radio, but I can’t imagine what they were doing.”

As soon as Estella got off the plane, she noticed something different about her house. She said goodbye to Dan and headed towards it, noticing there was a man crouched on the front porch with his back to her. He appeared to be measuring a length of wood. She also observed a pile of timber at the side of the house, and near the front door there were several tins of paint and an assortment of tools. When she got closer, she could hear someone on her roof.

The man on the porch turned out to be Marty. He heard her approaching, and stood up to face her, his expression stern.

“What’s all this?” Estella asked nervously. It went through her mind that perhaps the townsfolk had evicted her, and they were fixing the house up to be sold.

“It’s the rest of the building supplies you ordered,” Marty said crisply. “We have the bill to talk about.”

“The bill?”

“That’s right,” Marty said tersely. “Building supplies are costly.”

Estella looked at him blankly. His gaze was steely, completely unnerving her. She wanted to remind him that they’d had an agreement in regards to the bill, but she feared making him angrier. Even so, she couldn’t believe he was going back on his word, although it was a moot point now, because if the townsfolk didn’t want her in Kangaroo Crossing, then she wouldn’t need any building supplies. She was convinced he was going to disregard the work she had done with Stargazer because of her deception, and as they had nothing in writing, it was her word against his. “How much do I owe you?” she asked in a small voice.

“Let’s see …” Marty said, consulting the bill, which looked lengthy. He seemed to be adding up some pretty big figures, but then suddenly he began ripping the bill into small pieces. “Nothing,” he said smiling. “You’ve paid in full.”

Estella exhaled with relief, but she couldn’t understand why Marty had put her through such anxiety.

“Had you worried, didn’t I?” he said, clearly enjoying himself.

“Yes,” she said. “Now what’s going on here? Who’s making all that noise?” She could hear loud banging coming from above them at the back of the house.

“I doubt it’s Charlie,” Marty said, pulling a face. “When there’s work to be done, he’s usually shirking off somewhere.”

Estella knew this was true. He hadn’t done any of the jobs she had asked him to do on the house.

As soon as Estella stepped inside, she could smell paint. Marty followed her through to the kitchen, where they found Charlie with a paintbrush in his hand. His face and clothes were spattered, but he was surveying his work with a satisfied smirk. And it was pretty good.

“Strike me handsome!” Marty said, looking at the kitchen walls with his mouth wide open. “Did you do all this yourself?”

“Of course I did,” Charlie said, lifting his chin and squaring his shoulders. “I’m not useless, you know.” He grimaced at the look on Marty’s face. “It’s only one small kitchen,” he added indignantly. “We’ll talk about what you’ve been doing in a minute.” He turned his attention to his niece. “How do you like it, Estella? Marty only had a few colours in stock, so there wasn’t much choice.”

The pretty shade of lilac on the walls made the kitchen look larger and brighter. The difference was amazing. “It’s lovely but ….”

Kev came through the back door, followed by Francis and Marjorie. “Oh, you’re back,” Kev said. He was obviously disappointed to see her, which made her feel uncomfortable.

Confused, Estella glanced at each of them in turn, hoping someone would explain what was going on.

“I’ve made some new curtains for the kitchen,” Marjorie said, obviously a little anxious herself. “I used some material that I’ve had for some time. It doesn’t match perfectly, but there is a hint of lilac in the pattern, so they should look all right.” She held up the curtains, but she was hardly able to look at Estella.

Glancing at them, Estella was sure they would look lovely in the kitchen window. “They look wonderful, but I just don’t understand why you made them.” She couldn’t take anything for granted, not after what had happened the previous evening.

Marjorie had a quick look at the men. “We just wanted to make the place nicer.”

Estella glanced at Marty, who dropped his chin. Kev, Francis, and Marjorie also looked momentarily uncomfortable. “We want you to stay, if you will,” Marty said. “Murphy pointed out that your dad would have been proud to have you fill his shoes, and he’s right.”

“Murphy said that?”

“And a whole lot more,” Marjorie said. “We all loved Ross. So we should be honouring his memory by making his daughter and grandchild welcome.”

“But if that’s not how you feel, it wouldn’t be right,” Estella said.

“You took us by surprise,” Marjorie said, “but Murphy made us see sense before it was too late. It isn’t too late, is it? You will stay?”

Estella was overwhelmed with their change of heart. “Is that how you all feel?”

They each nodded.

“I read my father’s journal last night.” Tears welled in Estella’s eyes. “Not only did I discover how he felt about this town and the bush, but I learned how much you all meant to him. You were his family. I think I understand why my mother couldn’t live out here. This town takes a bit of getting used to, and my mother was, and will always be, a society person. She needs lots of people around her and the stimulation of parties and fashionable gatherings, but I’ve never been like that. It was wrong of her to keep me from knowing my father, but she did what she thought was right at the time. I don’t think she realised how much my father suffered. I didn’t, either, until I read his journal. I can’t make up for the pain he felt, but I can continue his dream and look after all the animals that would have benefited from his love and kindness.”

They all smiled with relief, but Estella thought she saw tears in Uncle Charlie’s eyes before he turned away, pretending to inspect the walls.

“I came to Kangaroo Crossing hoping to get to know my father through all of you,” Estella added, glancing at each of them.

“We’d be happy to share some stories with you,” Kev said, grinning.

Estella smiled.

“You wouldn’t believe some of the things that Ross got up to,” Francis said. Suddenly they heard a bang and a yelp from on top of the house.

“That’ll be Wags,” Francis said. “He’s putting some new sheets of iron on the roof, but you’ve never seen a man so clumsy with a hammer.” He leaned out the back door. “Can you do that quietly? We’re trying to have a conversation in here.”

“Where’s the help you promised me?” Wags complained.

Francis rolled his eyes. “Where’s the help you promised me?” he mimicked. “He’s such a big kid,” he said in a hushed tone.

Estella thought that was an odd thing to say because Wags was an enormous man. He was taller than Charlie, with a back that was two axe-handles wide. His arms were so brawny that they couldn’t sit by his sides, so they stuck out like flippers, and his enormous hands always looked poised to pounce on something. When it came to loading and off-loading supplies from his truck, he did it with ease, but Estella imagined him lost with anything that required precision and accuracy. “You know Wags doesn’t like heights,” Charlie said.

Marty looked slightly contrite. “I’ll be there in a minute,” he yelled out the door.

“What about the time Ross was at the pub, and he went out the back to the dunny …?” Kev said excitedly.

“Do you mean the night a burrowing wombat knocked some wood against the door?” Marty asked, his eyes lighting up with amusement.

“Yeah. And he couldn’t get out,” Kev laughed. “He was in there all night and nobody knew.”

“He called me every name under the sun the next morning,” Charlie said, smiling at the memory. “The men’s dunny doesn’t smell the best, but how was I supposed to know he was in there? I thought he’d gone home. He said he’d been shouting for me all night, but I don’t hear a thing once I’m asleep.”

“Ain’t that the truth?” Marty scoffed.

Estella smiled.

“What about the time he had you lot chasing that goanna all over the desert,” Marjorie said, taking up a cloth to wipe spattered paint off the kitchen window.

“What for?” Estella asked.

“It had a piece of fencing wire wrapped around its leg,” Marty said. “And Ross, being Ross, was worried about it because its leg was swollen.”

“We chased it for hours in the heat,” Kev said, shaking his head. “I swear we circled the Simpson twice.”

“Did you catch it?” Estella asked, thinking of the poor animal’s suffering.

“Yes, eventually,” Francis said. “Nasty thing it was, too. Real ungrateful.”

“I’m glad you got it,” Estella said, feeling her father’s relief. “It might have died from blood poisoning if the wire had been cutting into its flesh.”

“That’s exactly what your father said,” Kev said, before glancing at the others and smirking. Estella was confused.

“The Aboriginals caught it and cooked it up a couple of days later.” Charlie laughed, and didn’t notice the expression on Estella’s face.

“It might not have been the same goanna,” Francis said, nudging Charlie.

“You know it was …” Charlie said, wondering why Marjorie was giving him a dark look.

“Getting back to business,” Kev said, thinking it was wise to change the subject if the look of horror on Estella’s face was anything to go by. “Which room will be the nursery?”

“Marty only had white, lilac, and yellow paint in stock,” Marjorie said, “so we thought the yellow would be nice for the walls in the baby’s room, since we don’t know if it’s a boy or girl. What do you think? I have some lemon fabric that would make nice curtains.”

Estella’s eyes welled with tears again. “Thank you all,” she said.

“We should be thanking you for what you’ve done for us,” Marty said. “Now that we’ve come to our senses, we know how lucky we are to have you.”

“At least Murphy was smart enough to realise what an asset you are to the town,” Kev said.

“Speaking of Murphy, I’d like to go and see him,” Estella said.

In the hospital corridor, outside Murphy’s room, Estella met up with Kylie.

“I thought I heard Dr. Dan’s old plane come back,” Kylie said smiling.

“We landed just a short while ago.”

“Murphy will be real pleased, missus,” Kylie said. “He’s been worryin’ real bad.” She glanced into his room, and so did Estella. He appeared to be asleep again.

“He was asleep when I came by this morning,” Estella said, disappointed.

“Betty told me he was awake all night, missus.”

“Was his leg giving him grief?”

“Yes, some, but I think he was worryin’ ‘bout you, missus. I hear you be Ross Cooper’s daughter.”

“Yes, Kylie. I feel bad for keeping it a secret from you because you’ve been a really good friend.”

“That’s all right, missus. I understand why you didn’t tell them round here.”

Estella thought that perhaps Kylie did understand better than anyone. She had come up against a lot of prejudices during her training in the city and no doubt in her work at the hospital. “Thank you for your generosity. I won’t wake Murphy. He must be very tired.”

She turned to walk away.

Murphy opened his eyes. “Estella!” he called.

“I thought you were sleeping,” Estella said, going into his room.

“I must have dozed off, but I heard your voice.” He had thought he was dreaming. “How was the trip?”

“Uneventful, luckily.”

Murphy frowned. “And how was Ralph’s dog?”

“In a bad way.” Estella sat down beside his bed. “I’m glad I went out to Yattalunga to treat him. By coincidence, we flew over our runway. It was easy to see from the air.”

The corner of Murphy’s mouth lifted. “You did all the work, so it’s your runway.” He glanced through the open window at Dan’s plane. “I can’t believe I didn’t hear that noisy old crate landing.” He also couldn’t believe he’d fallen asleep waiting for Estella and Dan to return, but every second they were away had seemed like an hour.

“You must have been very tired. You haven’t been worrying about me, have you?”

Murphy scowled. “You could have given me a little time to get used to the idea of you flying with Dan.”

Estella was touched by his concern and wondered at the hint of possessiveness in his tone. “I’m sorry, Murphy, but I had to go.”

He understood she was dedicated. It was one of the many things he admired about her. “Were you nervous flying again so soon?”

“Terrified, but if I left it any longer, I might not have had the courage.” Estella thought Murphy looked exhausted, and she felt guilty that he’d been fretting about her. “I’ve just been to my house and found the townsfolk working on it. Wags was mending the roof, and Marjorie has been making new curtains. Uncle Charlie painted the kitchen.”

“Strewth!” Murphy’s eyes widened in shock. “Charlie! Working! That’s a first!”

“So I gathered,” Estella said, but somehow that made what he had done all the more special.

“I saw materials being carried over after you left and wondered what they were up to,” Murphy said.

“Thank you for supporting me with them, Murphy. It was very generous of you.”

“I just pointed out a few things they needed to think about. The rest was up to them. They’re basically good people, so they would’ve come to the same conclusion without my interference eventually. Only it would have been a tragedy if it had been too late.”

“I knew they’d be upset. I just wasn’t prepared for such an angry reaction.”

“They weren’t expecting you to tell them that you were Ross’s daughter.”

“I should’ve told you first. I wanted to.”

Murphy was silent for a moment. “Why didn’t you?”

“I tried to in the desert. Initially I was more preoccupied with our situation, but when I finally thought everything was hopeless, and we were going to die out there, I blurted it out, but you’d fainted. I came to your room last night to tell you before going to the pub, but you were asleep. My timing has been lousy, but that’s no excuse. I’m sorry, Murphy. It was awful that someone else told you.”

“Gossip travels faster than flies to a carcass in the outback.”

Estella thought he sounded disappointed. “Who told you?”

“That doesn’t matter.”

“Well, whoever it was must have come over here straight after the meeting.” Estella could only wonder why they were in such a hurry.

Murphy didn’t respond, but Estella was thinking back to the person who was giving Mai alcohol. Something wasn’t right, and she was determined to find out what it was.

“I feel relieved to have everything out in the open,” Estella said. “I regret not being honest right from the start.”

“I understand why you kept it a secret. I think I told you before that towns as small and isolated as Kangaroo Crossing attract people with secrets.”

Estella knew that he was talking about himself and Dan. “You probably don’t remember …but under the influence of the morphine, you talked about Tom and Laura.”

A flash of panic crossed Murphy’s features. He didn’t remember. “I’m glad you did,” Estella said. “The time must have been right for you to purge your pain. You’ve carried the burden of guilt too long.”

“I suppose it’s time I forgave myself for what happened.”

“There was nothing to forgive yourself for. What happened to Laura wasn’t your fault. Now that Tom has had time to get over her death, I’m sure he agrees.”

“He does.”

Estella was startled.

“I got a letter from him about six months ago. He asked me to …” Murphy could barely say the words, “to forgive him for blaming me. He said it was the shock.”

Estella squeezed his hand, and Murphy looked into her eyes. “Do you feel differently about me now, Estella?”

“Because of what happened to Laura? Of course not.”

“No, I mean …did something happen between us while we were stranded, or was it just my morphine-muddled imagination playing tricks on my mind?”

“I’ve been thinking about that. I do feel closer to you, but that’s probably normal after what we went through together, don’t you think?”

“I don’t think so. I was once stranded in the desert with Wags, but I didn’t develop any deep feelings for him.” He smiled, and so did Estella, but her heart was hammering. “How do we find out if our feelings were just stirred by our circumstances?” he said.

“I suppose time will tell,” Estella replied.

“I’ve always been a plain-speaking man, and I don’t see any reason to change now. I was attracted to you from the first moment I saw you.”

Estella thought of their first meeting and how standoffish and rude he’d been. She frowned. “That wasn’t the impression I got.”

“I know I did a fantastic job of hiding it,” he said with a wry grin, “but I was fighting it because I believed I didn’t deserve to be happy when Tom was suffering. I also didn’t think you’d want to stay out here for more than a few days. And you were wearing a wedding ring. But after coming so close to dying, I realised that happiness is fleeting. If we don’t seize it, we might miss the chance. And I don’t want to miss even the slightest possibility of making a life with you.”

Estella didn’t know what to say. Murphy was going too fast for her. He noted the confusion on her face. “If you don’t feel the same, blame the bump on my head for what I just said, and forget it,” he said, his lopsided grin reminding Estella of the old Murphy.

She couldn’t help smiling. “Don’t make any rash statements that you might regret when you feel better,” she said.

“I won’t regret admitting that you make my heart race every time I look at you, or that I’m beginning to feel something I’ve never felt before.”

Estella felt a moment of panic. For the first time she realised she was afraid of being hurt again or of trusting someone with her heart. And she had the baby to think of.

“I’m sorry, Murphy, but I can’t talk about the future until I’ve laid the past to rest.” Murphy wondered if she meant she had unresolved feelings for her husband or whether she was hoping to be reconciled with him, perhaps for the baby’s sake.

“Sure,” he said, his heart breaking just a little. “We’ve got plenty of time.”


CHAPTER 33

For the first time in more than a week, Estella had the house to herself, and it felt awful. It was too quiet. When the townsfolk had first invaded her, she’d felt a little unsettled, but when Uncle Charlie and the others began coming and going on a regular basis, she’d gotten used to their presence. It wasn’t until they stopped coming that she realised just how much she’d enjoyed their company. Murphy had come by nearly every day, too. He sat in the kitchen drinking tea with Estella with his leg elevated on a chair. As the men went about their work, he gave them unsolicited advice, and their replies had Estella in fits of laughter.

The men had painted every room and fixed the roof and front porch. They also fixed a few little things like cupboard doors and fly screens. Marjorie had made new curtains for each room and new covers for the sofa. She’d also given Estella some pretty tablecloths covered in pastel flowers, among which were sprigs of lilac. Apparently she’d brought them from England and thought they really complemented the new look of the kitchen. Getting into the spirit of things, Connie had begun making baby clothes, and her needlework was exquisite. Estella appreciated the townsfolk taking her into their hearts. It meant so much to her to be loved and accepted.

Mai had insisted that Estella have her father’s room, claiming she much preferred to sleep outside. When Estella had mentioned the winter nights, which apparently were bitterly cold, Mai had said she’d share Binnie’s room, as there was plenty of room for both of them. Estella had the impression that the Aboriginal woman had suggested it just to please her.

When the silence in the house got too much for her, Estella went to the pub to see her uncle. She found him perched on a stool on the patron side of the bar with Marty and Wags on a stool either side of him. They had their backs to her, so they didn’t notice her come in.

“You might have to pick up some beer for me next time you get to Mungerannie or Marree,” Charlie said to Wags. “A drought in the weather is bad enough, but this beer drought has gone on too long.”

Estella stopped in her tracks, disappointed in her uncle because she knew Dan was struggling with sobriety.

“Remember what happened a couple of years ago when you asked Wags to bring beer up from Marree?” Marty said.

“Oh, that’s right,” Charlie said, turning to glare at the mailman. “You drank nearly all of it before you got back to town.”

Marty laughed, but Wags gave them both a dirty look. “You drive up from Marree in the heat and see if you don’t get thirsty,” he said.

“Thirsty?!” Charlie exclaimed. “I ordered a hundred bottles of beer, and you got back to town with less than a dozen.”

Wags appeared mildly contrite. “The truck was getting bogged down all the time with the extra weight.”

Charlie looked sceptical. “And you found an ingenious way to lighten the load,” he said sarcastically.

Wags ignored him, so Charlie turned to Marty. “Do you think it would be cheeky of me to ask our new pilot to bring a few cases of beer up?” he said.

“Since when has being cheeky ever stopped you?” Marty said.

“New pilot?” Estella said, and the men turned. “What new pilot?”

“I’ve just had a call from Longreach. There’s a Dr. Jones coming up to help out for a few weeks, and apparently he’s got his own plane.”

“Did Dan ask for someone?”

“No. I did. I didn’t want Dan flying you around in that bucket-of-bolts he calls a plane.”

Estella was touched by his concern. “Are you sure it’s not Dan you are worried about?”

Charlie lifted his chin defensively. “A blind man could see how strung-out he is.”

“He’s trying really hard, Uncle Charlie.”

“I appreciate that. I just don’t think he should be flying, so I asked for a pilot. Just till Murphy gets back in the air.”

“Have you told Dan?”

“Not yet.”

Estella wasn’t sure how Dan would feel. The first week of being completely sober had been hell for him. His physical symptoms were bad enough, but the mental battle he had every day with himself was torture. Estella knew it probably wasn’t the best time to be flying. Fortunately, she hadn’t been called out to one of the stations since Yattalunga, but he had been on three trips to see patients, and he’d refused to take Betty with him, which meant he hardly trusted himself.

They heard a plane coming in to land.

“Is that Dr. Jones?” Estella asked.

“No. That’ll be Murphy. He’s been out to the crash site with an insurance assessor.”

“Oh!” Estella sympathised with Murphy. She knew how much his plane had meant to him. “When will Dr. Jones be arriving?”

“In a week to ten days. Apparently he’s picking up a brand-new plane before he comes here, so he must have lots of money …or a rich father.”

Estella was surprised that someone in that position would want to work in Kangaroo Crossing. “Don’t order any beer yet, please, Uncle Charlie. It will just make it that much harder on Dan. We all have to support him.”

Charlie frowned. “I’d give anything for a cold beer,” he grumbled.

“You know if there was beer in the pub, the temptation would be too much for Dan.”

“I could refuse to serve him.”

“That would be humiliating. I know it’s hard on all of you, but imagine Dan’s torment. It must be ten times greater. If he doesn’t have anything to drink for the next week or so, he should be over the worst of his withdrawal symptoms by the time the new doctor arrives. You know he’d want to make a good impression.”

Charlie knew Estella was right, but the thought of going another ten days without a cold beer was unbearable.

Murphy came in, hobbling on crutches. In the background they could hear the assessor’s plane taking off.

“He was quick to get away,” Charlie said, referring to the assessor.

“I told him the pub was dry.”

Charlie rolled his eyes. All he needed was for that to get around. “What’s the verdict on your plane?” He didn’t really have to ask because the look on Murphy’s face told the whole miserable story.

“The plane can’t be salvaged,” Murphy said dejectedly.

“When are they going to give you the money to purchase a new one?”

“It won’t be a new one. The insurance company will only give me enough money to buy one about the same age as the one I’ve lost. Finding one will be difficult enough, but I can’t even start looking until I can walk without these damned crutches.”

In the month that had passed since rescuing Murphy and Estella, Dan had been struggling to find things to do to take his mind off drinking. He wasn’t pleased to find out a new doctor was coming to town, not because he didn’t want the help--he’d been trying to get it long enough--but because he was ashamed of the hospital. Knowing the doctor could arrive any day, he’d been trying to see the hospital through fresh eyes, and he certainly didn’t like what he saw.

“You know, Betty,” he said one evening, as he went over the books. “This place shouldn’t even be open.”

“Are things that bad?” She knew they weren’t good, but they’d always seemed to manage.

“They’re about as bad as they can get. What isn’t broken is outdated, and everything from bandages to antiseptic is in short supply.”

“Can’t we get any more funds?”

He grimaced. “When it comes to funding, I think the bureaucrats have forgotten Kangaroo Crossing exists. When I put our last order in for the most urgent supplies, I was told our credit had reached its limit. It really looks like we’ll have to close.”

Betty looked sad. “What about the money we raised at the picnic races?”

“There was only enough to replenish our water supply this year.”

“Oh, dear. If it had rained when it was supposed to, we wouldn’t have had to purchase water last month. This time last year our tanks were full of rain water.”

Suddenly they both heard the engine of a plane and looked at each other in disbelief.

“That must be the new doctor,” Betty said. “We aren’t expecting anyone else.”

Dan sighed. “I was just going to radio Longreach and get them to pass on a message for him not to come.” He looked at the state of himself. “He’s here now, so I’d better straighten myself up. Have I got a clean white coat?”

“Yes, in your office.”

By the time Dan reached the plane, a shiny new Cessna, the engine had been turned off, and the doctor was outside, reaching in the back seat for his medical bag. From behind, Dan noticed he was wearing a checkered shirt similar to those he wore and light-coloured moleskin trousers and a hat. He hadn’t known what to expect, but it seemed the doctor was a man after his own heart and not one of those stuffy upper crust surgeons’ sons, fresh out of medical school. “Welcome, Dr. Jones,” Dan called.

Dr. Jones turned, and Dan’s eyes widened in surprise. “Hello, Dan. It’s been a long while, but I understand everyone is informal in the bush, so please call me Kate.”

“Kate …Jones,” Dan managed to splutter, looking her over.

She flushed. “I guessed this was how a doctor dresses in the bush, and I can see I was right.”

Dan had to smile. Kate had attended the same medical school in Sydney. They hadn’t been close friends, as both had been quiet and withdrawn due to a common burden they shared. Both had brilliant surgeons for fathers with high profile careers. “I can’t believe you remember me. I didn’t think you would,” Kate said, smiling and removing her hat for a moment to ruffle her hair. She was a little surprised by how warm it was.

Dan opened his mouth to speak, but he was lost for words. Kate had hardly changed at all apart from her attire. She’d always worn her hair short and never a trace of make-up on her face. For the first time he noticed she was quite attractive--either that, or he hadn’t seen a pretty face other than Estella’s for too many years. She had warm, sherry-brown eyes that perfectly complemented the auburn and gold highlights in her hair. But just seeing her reminded Dan of his time at medical school, and he had no fond memories of those years. Most of the medical students had been oozing ambition, either to become gifted surgeons, heads of departments, or to run big hospitals, like their successful fathers. Dan’s objective was to help those who most needed it, the poor and the underprivileged, which made him unpopular. “It has been a long time, but I wasn’t surprised to find you working in the outback. As I remember, it was always your goal,” Kate said.

“It was, but I’m surprised you remember something like that,” Dan said.

“I admire what you’ve done for the people in the outback, and I’m not the only one.”

“What do you mean?”

“Your father is very proud of you.”

Dan was taken aback, and it showed. “My father is an amazing surgeon. What I do out here is nothing compared to what he does every day.” He couldn’t imagine what someone so accomplished would admire about his small contribution to medicine.

“Yes, he is, but he has up-to-date facilities and an unlimited supply of competent staff. You do everything the hard way: limited resources, inadequate funds, hardly any staff. You are the brilliant one. And your father agrees.”

Dan’s mouth dropped open.

“Your father and my father have been very impressed with your dedication to the people out here, and, quite frankly, so have I. That’s why I volunteered to come out here. I’ve worked in towns like Tamworth and Toowoomba, but I’ve always wanted to work in more remote areas where the people get very little medical attention.”

Dan was at a loss for words. Not only did he find it almost impossible to believe that Kate would volunteer to work with him in Kangaroo Crossing, but he rarely heard from his father, who was based at Sydney’s prestigious North Shore Hospital. And never for one moment had he gotten the impression that his father thought he was doing anything worthwhile.

“You look surprised,” Kate said. It was definitely an understatement.

“I am. For one thing I haven’t spoken to my father in more than two years. I certainly didn’t know he took an interest in what happens out here.” His mother had died eight years ago, and since then contact between father and son had been limited and mostly uncomfortable. They were too different to have anything in common other than medicine. Devlin was outgoing, but Dan was quiet like his mother had been. He had withdrawn even more after his plane crash with William Abernathy aboard.

“I’m sure you are not too surprised to know your father has friends in influential places, like the medical practitioner’s board. They keep him up to date with what you do out here. He said he has rung a couple of times, but on both occasions, he got the hotel publican, whom I gather is a bit boisterous.” Devlin had actually referred to him as a loud-mouthed ruffian.

Despite being shell-shocked, Dan had to smile. “Charlie is a real bush character, especially when he’s had a few beers.”

Kate looked around her. “There’s not much to the town, is there?”

“No. This is it, a few buildings, lots of dust, and millions of flies.”

“Is that the hospital?” It didn’t look like a hospital, but it was the only obvious choice. “Yes. Look, Kate, I’m afraid you may have come all the way out here for nothing. I’ve barely been keeping the doors open for the last year or so, and there’s not much hope of getting the funding we desperately need to continue. The city bureaucrats only go on numbers, and I don’t think they count my Aboriginal clients, and they outnumber the whites. Quite frankly, things are that bad that I think I’ll have to close the hospital.” He was sure Kate would expect wages, and there was no hope of that.

Kate smiled, baffling Dan.

“Then I’d say my arrival is timely,” she said.

“What do you mean?”

“Don’t you read the papers?” She reached into the plane.

“They’re more than a week old by the time we get them. Why do you ask?”

“Because just two days ago, your father and my father hosted a big fundraiser in Sydney for your hospital, and I’ve brought the cheque with me. I’m sure there’s more than enough money to upgrade your facilities and equipment and buy new beds or whatever you need. Your father did ask one thing, though.” Her eyes glinted mischievously.

“What’s that?”

“That you have a phone line installed in the hospital. He’d like to talk to you without going through the hotel publican.”

Dan gasped. “I can’t believe this is true.”

“It is.” Kate opened the paper, and pointed to the article, which included a photograph of his father and Dr. Jones. Dan read through the first few lines.

“…charity fund-raiser held last night at the Hilton Hotel, hosted by several of Australia’s top surgeons, including Dr. Martin Jones and Dr. Devlin Dugan, raised a considerable amount of money to be used for the upgrade of facilities in the outback, primarily in Kangaroo Crossing, the hub and lifeline for most of the region’s outlying stations ….”

Kate produced the cheque, and Dan almost fainted in surprise when he saw how much it was for. He threw his arms around Kate, lifting her off the ground. Swirling her around, he shouted, “You’re a life-saver!”

When Estella told Charlie of her plan to speak to the local kurdaitcha man about Mai, he agreed it might be worthwhile, but refused to go with her to translate. “Edna will go with you,” he said. “She knows where the kurdaitcha man is.”

“But she hardly speaks English herself, Uncle Charlie.”

“I communicate with her all right.”

Estella pursed her lips. “Please come with me.”

“I’m sorry, Estella, but I can’t face the thought of going through the bush again. I’ve still got blisters from the last trek.”

After Charlie explained to Edna what Estella wanted the kurdaitcha man to know, the two women set off. Estella wasn’t all that confident her plan would work because of the language problem, but she desperately wanted to find out what was causing Mai to act so irrationally, for Binnie’s sake more than her own.

It felt like they had been walking for hours, but finally Estella and Edna came upon a camp several miles upstream on the far side of the Diamantina River, which was completely dry. There were several Aboriginal people in the camp, including women and children, but one man was sitting alone. He was the only person not involved in some activity. The men were digging a pit and burying an emu under hot coals to be baked, and the women were shelling what looked like a cross between a nut and a berry. On the outskirts of the camp, children were digging up enormous grubs and adding them to a collection in a paper-bark bowl, to be cooked.

Edna introduced Estella to the kurdaitcha man, Birum-Birra. He was under the shade of a black wattle tree and didn’t get up to greet her. He had his legs crossed and was wearing only a loincloth. Estella noticed several strange scars on his thin body that looked like they had been deliberately put there. He had a beard and moustache, which was tinged grey, and his forehead, or what she could see of it under his colourful headband, was deeply lined. Estella hadn’t been expecting a young man, but Birum-Birra wasn’t as old as she had been anticipating him to be. She’d had a mental picture of a very old, wise man with white hair.

Birum-Birra gestured for Estella and Edna to sit before him. As Estella squatted in the dust under the shade of the wattle tree, she felt like she was being granted an audience with royalty, but then she supposed Birum-Birra was considered something akin to Aboriginal royalty, as the tribal kurdaitcha man was very highly regarded.

Speaking in her language, Edna explained that Mai was being given alcohol and that she was afraid to tell Estella who was giving it to her, because something evil would happen to her child. When Edna had finished the explanation, Birum-Birra looked at Estella for a full minute without saying a word. She sat before him as calmly as she could under his unblinking gaze. His flared nostrils and dark, penetrating eyes made him look angry, but Estella sensed he was more curious than cross. “Please ask Birum-Birra whether Mai has been cursed. Her behaviour has been very odd,” Estella said to Edna. Edna looked at her blankly, so Estella was sure she didn’t understand. She could have screamed in frustration.

Birum-Birra closed his eyes, and his body began to gently sway, then suddenly he opened his eyes and glared at something between Estella and Edna. He then said something to Edna, who turned to Estella to translate.

“Birum-Birra say …not wad-yeo-deo …” Edna said, shaking her head.

“What does that mean?” Estella asked in disappointment.

Edna and the kurdaitcha man spoke again, and this time he seemed to be asking questions, but Estella could tell that Edna was being vague. She covered her face and shook her head. If only she could talk to him herself.

A younger man approached. He was wearing a loincloth and had nothing on his feet, but after speaking to Birum-Birra, he spoke to Estella in broken English.

“Wad-yeo-deo means …not sick …not bad.”

Estella was delighted. “You speak English?”

“Yes, missus. I been working on a sheep station up north. Learn speak little bit English.”

“Oh, thank God. Please tell me all that your kurdaitcha man said.”

“The woman been told something not true, but not by a black-fella.” He slapped his chest. “He said no black-fella curse on woman you call Mai.” He spoke to Edna, and Estella thought he was asking who Mai was. Edna obviously explained because he nodded. He also grinned, which she didn’t understand.

“Does Mai have ’nother white-fella husband?” the young man asked.

“No,” Estella said. “But she won’t tell me who is giving her bottles of wine.”

“Someone make trouble,” the young man said.

“She’s afraid to tell me who it is, because she says if she does, something will happen to her daughter.”

“White-fella maybe makin’ her ‘fraid,” the young man said.

Birum-Birra spoke again, waving his finger.

“What did he say?” Estella asked.

“He say, when the wi-la come …”

“What’s that?”

“Wi-la is a black cockatoo. When he come, the truth will be known.”

“That must be the new doctor,” Charlie said to Wags and Marty. “Do you think Dan will bring him in to say hello?” The men were looking out of the window of the pub, but it wasn’t very clean, so their view was obscured. They could see a plane and Dan and the new doctor’s legs below the fuselage.

“I don’t know,” Marty said. “Perhaps we should go outside.”

“Let’s do that,” Wags said. “I’ve never seen a brand new plane.”

They discussed it for a few moments, finally deciding to go outside. When they stepped onto the veranda, they were just in time to see the doctor and Dan disappear into the hospital.

Charlie looked at Marty. “They seemed pretty excited about something.”

Wags frowned and scratched his head. “Was I seein’ things, or did Dan have his arm around the doctor’s shoulder?”

Marty shrugged.

Charlie frowned. “I was under the impression that Dan didn’t really want a new doctor in town ….”

When Estella and Edna entered the pub, they found Charlie with Marty and Wags, and Phyllis had joined them.

“I take it the new doctor has arrived,” Estella said. She’d seen the shiny new plane, but knew it wouldn’t look like that for long.

“Lovely plane, isn’t it?” Phyllis said. “I’d give anything to fly a plane like that.”

“Perhaps the new doctor will give you lessons,” Marty said.

Phyllis’s eyes glinted at the thought. She wondered if he was handsome.

“How did you get on with the kurdaitcha man?” Charlie asked Estella.

Phyllis looked surprised. “What did you want with a kurdaitcha man?”

“I went to see him about the problem Mai is having.”

“Oh! What did he say?” When Estella had spoken to Phyllis about Mai, she’d shrugged off her concerns, saying Mai had always been strange, so her sudden interest surprised Estella.

“You’ll think this is peculiar, but apparently when a black cockatoo appears, the truth about who has been giving Mai alcohol, and why, will be known.”

The men and Phyllis looked baffled.

Edna spoke to Charlie in her tribal tongue, and Charlie translated. “The kurdaitcha man said someone is trying to frighten Mai, and it’s not a black fella.”

“You can understand that I would like this problem sorted out before the birth of my baby,” Estella said. “Mai can be frightening when she’s drunk. I just don’t know what she’ll do. She terrifies poor Binnie.”

“You rarely see a black cockatoo around here,” Phyllis said.

“That’s true,” Charlie added.

“It’s hard to take anything these kurdaitcha men say seriously,” Marty said. “But strangely enough, they do seem to have powers we can’t explain.”

“I’m going over to the hospital to see Kylie,” Estella said. She hoped Kylie could tell her something helpful. She hadn’t asked her to come with her to the kurdaitcha man because she was from a different clan and wouldn’t understand him any more than Estella did.

“Come back and tell us what the new doctor is like,” Charlie said.

“Haven’t you met him yet?” Knowing how inquisitive her uncle was, she was surprised he hadn’t been the first one outside when the plane landed.

“No. Dan took him straight to the hospital.”

“Why don’t we all go over and welcome him to Kangaroo Crossing?”

“I suppose we should,” Charlie said, pulling his shorts up and buttoning his shirt.

“Why not?” Marty said, standing up.

Estella smiled. She could tell they were all being eaten up by curiosity, but they were trying really hard not to show it.


CHAPTER 34

“Can I be the one to tell Murphy?” Estella asked Kate. “I know it wasn’t my fault his plane had to make an emergency landing …with disastrous results, but he was taking me out to a station, so I feel partially responsible.”

“Of course you can, but from what I’ve heard, you probably saved his life, Estella,” Kate said.

“No, it was Dan. Murphy wouldn’t have lived another night if he hadn’t found us. And I don’t know what would have happened to me if ….” Estella couldn’t bear to think about it.

Kate could see that Estella was still distressed by the memory of what happened. “If you hadn’t made a runway, Dan couldn’t have landed, so you deserve a great deal of credit.”

“I’m just so relieved that Murphy is all right.”

Kate was certain that Murphy was in love with Estella; it had been obvious from the moment she met him, but she hadn’t been sure Estella returned his feelings, until now. She smiled to herself because it was clear that Estella wasn’t aware of the depth of her affection for Murphy, and Kate suspected when it finally hit her, it was going to be a real shock.

Estella and Kate had just returned from Langana Downs, where Estella had been called to attend a mare having trouble foaling. She found the foal was in the breech position, and it was a real struggle to turn it. It was something she had never done before, and the mare had been in labour too long, so she was terrified something would go wrong.

After a lot of sweating and manoeuvring, Estella had turned the foal in the correct position, and Annie insisted on helping her pull it from the exhausted mare because she didn’t want Estella to strain herself. When the filly finally slid free, they both cried with happiness. Seeing a new life come into the world is always unforgettable, but it was especially significant for Estella. With tears in her eyes, she and Annie watched the mare lick the foal clean, and shortly afterwards it stood on wobbly legs. Its coat was ink black, and it had four white socks and the prettiest eyes.

“She’s so beautiful,” Annie cried with her arm around Estella.

Teddy and their excited children joined them.

“That one’s not going to the sale yards,” Teddy said to his wife. “She’s yours.”

Annie was delighted.

While she was there, Kate took the opportunity to examine Teddy, who’d recently suffered another mild bout of fever, a remnant of the Brucellosis.

“Only a few months ago I read a comprehensive report on Brucellosis,” Kate told Teddy. “According to the report, once the fevers become that mild, that’s usually the end of them.”

“Thank goodness for that,” Teddy said, putting his arm around his wife’s shoulder. He knew she’d put up with more than a wife should have to, and words couldn’t express how grateful he felt for her love and support.

“I finally have my husband back,” Annie beamed.

Estella enquired about how much stock they had lost because of the Brucellosis.

“Not as many as I would have, had you not come out here,” Teddy had said. “About thirty cows and fifty calves in all. The symptoms have disappeared in the cows that survived, and most are in calf again. For the first time in a long, long time, the future of Langana Downs looks brighter.”

“I still can’t believe you are Ross Cooper’s daughter,” Annie said. “He would have been so proud of you.”

Her statement brought fresh tears to Estella’s eyes, and Annie’s gaze wandered to the bulge in her belly. “That baby is growing,” she said smiling.

“And kicking like a mule,” Estella said.

“I’ve been running up some little nightgowns for him or her,” Annie said. “They’ll soon be finished.”

“How nice of you, Annie,” Estella said. “I’ve haven’t got anything yet, but Connie has been busy making things.”

“Teddy’s been making a playpen, for when you’re in surgery. He’s gifted when it comes to making things with wood.” She smiled up at her husband.

Teddy flushed and kicked the dust with the toe of his boot. “It’s not that good, but it will keep the little one out of trouble.”

Estella was touched, but she made no comment because she could see how embarrassed Teddy was. She understood he was trying to make up for how he had treated her.

On the return journey, Kate and Estella were discussing Kate’s new plane, when she mentioned that she had to make arrangements to sell her old plane.

“Murphy is looking for a plane,” Estella said. “Do you know what he’s after?”

“No, but he had a Cessna 195, and I once made the mistake of asking if it was a crop duster.”

“Oh dear!” Kate said, understanding Murphy’s feelings.

“It was covered in dust at the time,” she said.

“My old plane is a 195, and she never gave me any trouble.”

“Really?” Estella knew Murphy would be thrilled to have the same plane again. “Why did you need a new one? Not that this isn’t wonderful.” Estella felt like she was flying in the Rolls Royce of planes after travelling in Dan’s noisy old crate, and Kate seemed like a very confident, competent pilot.

“My father insisted, even though the 195 was very well maintained. As he was buying it, I didn’t argue.”

“You’re very lucky,” Estella commented.

“My mother drowned on a holiday at Bondi Beach when I was very young, so Dad has always been over-protective,” she said.

“How tragic,” Estella said. She thought it was understandable that he was very cautious with Kate. “Were you there when it happened?”

“Yes. Dad was watching me making sandcastles while Mum had a swim. I was not quite five, but I do remember the panic around me and Dad disappearing into the surf when he realised Mum was in trouble. It was a double tragedy because Mum was pregnant at the time. Dad thinks she got a cramp and then got caught in a rip. He nearly drowned himself trying to save her, and he’s never let me near the water since, not that he’s had to worry. Deep water terrifies me.”

“It must have been hard for him to raise you alone. Didn’t he ever want to remarry?”

“No, he’s married to his work. I did have a nanny when I was small, and often complained that I didn’t see as much of him as I would have liked, but he’s given me every opportunity that he would have given a son, so even though I don’t always agree with him, I indulge him to make him happy.”

Kate had been in Kangaroo Crossing for two weeks, and had quickly become part of the close community. The women in town, and those out on the stations, like Annie Hall, were particularly pleased to have a woman doctor at hand, and the men didn’t complain because they still had Dan. Kate was warm, sociable, and down to earth, all the right traits for such a small town, but the positive effect she had on Dan thrilled the townsfolk the most. For years he’d had ideas for the hospital, but Kate had allowed his dreams to go beyond anything he thought possible. When he’d suggested purchasing some modern equipment to treat Aboriginal patients with glaucoma, Kate had said, “Why not start an eye clinic and have a specialist come up from the city once a fortnight or monthly?”

When Dan realised it was possible, he was overwhelmed with happiness. Together they worked out what the hospital needed, but when ordering it, Dan had to pinch himself. He could hardly believe a Hercules cargo plane was due any day with a load of new equipment and medicines. He was as excited as the day he became a doctor.

Dan had rung his father soon after Kate’s arrival with the intention of thanking him for all he’d done. It was a difficult thing for him to do, as he imagined the conversation would be similar to past communications between them, stilted and uncomfortable. At first their discussion did follow that pattern. It wasn’t until the subject turned to the latest advances in medicine that things took a turn for the better. Dan was delighted to learn that his father was genuinely interested in his plans. His father wanted to know exactly what needed to be done at the hospital, and he told Dan how much he admired his work. What startled Dan the most was his father’s admission that the prestige that came with being well-known wasn’t what was important in medicine. He said that helping someone who didn’t have the means to pay for the treatments given was true dedication to the profession. Dan got the impression that his father would have gladly joined him in the bush if he hadn’t turned his attention to training new surgeons.

After Dan said goodbye to his father and hung up, he felt his self-worth had grown a thousand-fold. He had tears in his eyes, and he was choked with emotion. It was a few moments before he was able to say anything.

“Dad is going to come out and visit the hospital after the refurbishment,” he said to Kate when he’d composed himself. “And he said he would continue raising money to help keep our hospital going.”

Kate smiled with joy, but for Dan, having his father’s support meant more to him than words could express, something Kate understood. She knew what it meant to have the respect of a man held in such high esteem. It had taken her a long time to realise that she had her father’s. She also hadn’t missed the fact that Dan had referred to the hospital as our hospital.

“Dan told me he is removing Murphy’s cast today. I bet he’ll be happy to get rid of those crutches,” Kate said.

“He’s doing it now,” Estella said. “And the first thing Murphy will do is ask you to fly him to Longreach so he can begin searching for another plane.”

“If he’s interested in my old Cessna, I’ll take him to Moorabin airport, where it’s being stored.”

“I’m sure he’ll be thrilled,” Estella said excitedly. She was so happy to be able to give Murphy some good news. He’d tried to be cheerful, but she knew how much he missed his plane. In the past few weeks they’d spent a lot of time together. Estella appreciated the fact that he hadn’t mentioned his feelings again, even though she could see how much he cared every time he looked at her. She’d needed time to think things through. She’d been a naïve fool once, and she didn’t want to make the same mistake again. As time passed, she realised her feelings for Murphy were growing, but so was her fear of being hurt again.

When Estella got to the exam room doorway, Murphy was on his feet. His plaster cast lay in two pieces on the bed.

“Your leg will be a bit stiff for a while, but with a few exercises, it should soon be as good as new,” Dan told him.

Murphy looked down at his leg. “It doesn’t look like it belongs to me,” he said. He was wearing shorts and one leg was tanned, while the other was thinner and paler. Two red scars were reminders of how close he had come to losing his life.

“I think it looks pretty good,” Estella said from the doorway.

Murphy looked up and smiled, but she could see the haunted shadows in his dark eyes. They were both remembering a time when he almost died.

“I have something to tell you,” Estella said, “Something I think you’ll find interesting.” She could barely contain her excitement.

“What’s that?”

“Kate has a plane for sale. It’s a Cessna 195.”

Murphy’s mouth dropped open, and his eyes widened.

“I thought you might be interested,” Estella said, grinning.

“Where is it?”

“At Moorabin Airport in Victoria. She’ll fly you down there if you want to see it.”

“If I want to see it? Of course I want to see it. Is it in good condition? Does she have all the service records?”

“You’ll have to ask her about that,” Estella said.

“That’s fantastic news, Estella.” He went towards her, and Estella sensed he was going to kiss her. She panicked and took a step backwards.

Murphy stopped, his features stricken. “Where is Kate?” he asked awkwardly.

“In the office by the front door,” Estella muttered.

Murphy hurried from the room, limping slightly. “Take it easy, Murphy,” Dan shouted after him.

Estella looked at Dan and saw pity in his eyes, and somehow that made her feel worse.

“I’d better get home,” she said, and left.

“I’m glad I found you here, Marjorie,” Murphy said, as he entered the pub the next morning.

“Where are you going?” Marjorie said, noting Murphy looked quite smart.

“To Melbourne with Kate. With a bit of luck, I’ll be flying back in my own plane.”

“Oh, that’s wonderful. We should have a celebration.”

“That’s just what I was thinking. I want to throw a party tomorrow night in the Jockey Club. Would that be all right with you?”

“What’s wrong with the pub?” Charlie whined. “Apart from the fact that we’ve got no beer?”

“I want music and dancing, so we’ll need the space in the Jockey Club.”

“Francis and I will get it ready,” Marjorie said. “Who do you want to invite?”

“Everyone in town. I know it’s short notice, Marjorie, so are you sure you’ll be able to organise it?” Marjorie was in her element when taking charge, and everyone knew it. Murphy just didn’t want her to think he was taking her for granted.

“Of course.”

“How about bringing some beer back with you?” Charlie asked.

“I’d like to, Charlie, but Dan is doing so well. I want him to come to the party, but I don’t want him to be tempted to drink again.”

“Murphy’s right,” Marjorie said. She was pleased the men weren’t drinking. She’d always thought Marty and Charlie were a bad influence on Francis. He’d hardly touched a beer before they came to Kangaroo Crossing, but they’d soon changed him.

Charlie leant his head on his hand. “I’ve almost forgotten what beer tastes like,” he grumbled. He and Marty had been so desperate for a beer that they’d tried to brew their own in the back of the store, but it had been a complete disaster. Following some obscure directions in an old bush cookbook, they’d boiled the malt, bitter hops, and water, which produced a liquid called wort, but they couldn’t cool it to the required temperature, so when they added the yeast, which should have turned the sugars to alcohol, it all went wrong. They’d left it to ferment, hoping things might come right, and it would at least be drinkable, but after five days of fermentation, they ended up with what looked like a bucket of pig slop with a skin of mould on the top.

Just before Murphy set off with Kate, Dan approached him. Kate was in the plane checking her instruments, so Dan took Murphy aside.

“I want you to bring some beer back with you,” Dan said, tucking some money into Murphy’s pocket. “Spend all I’ve given you.”

Murphy was startled and pulled the money out of his pocket. “It’s not for me,” Dan said, reading his mind. “It’s for the party.”

Murphy noted the pain in his eyes. “We don’t need to have beer,” he argued.

Dan interrupted. “There’s no reason you men can’t enjoy yourselves.”

“Are you sure, Dan?”

“Yes. You can’t have a good party without beer, and I know how much Charlie and the others have missed it.” He knew only too well.

Murphy knew that Dan had to face his demons one day. Perhaps the timing was right. Everything was going well for him, and he was really looking forward to seeing all his dreams for the hospital come to fruition. “All right, see you when I get back.”

The following evening, as Dan and Kate walked towards the Jockey Club, Dan told her that he’d had word the new equipment would be arriving the following day.

“Gosh, we’ll be busy tomorrow,” Kate said, knowing how much they had to do to get everything organised. “We better not have a late night.” She’d taken a small room at the hospital, next to Kylie’s. She didn’t want to stay in the pub, as she thought it would be too noisy. Although, with no beer in the pub, it had been pretty quiet.

Dan could hardly take his eyes off Kate. She was wearing a white dress with a floral overlay. The skirt was flared and the bodice sleeveless, with a sweetheart neckline. It was the first time he had seen her wearing a dress since their days in training, but he couldn’t remember her ever looking so lovely. Since Kate’s arrival, they’d spent every day and evening together, so although she had only been in Kangaroo Crossing a short time, it seemed like months.

Suddenly he stopped. “Kate, could we go for a walk before we go to the party? I have something I want to tell you, and I prefer to do it in private.”

“Yes, of course.” Kate was curious because Dan sounded so serious. She also thought he looked a bit nervous, but it was a lovely evening for a walk.

They headed towards the clay pans in silence.

“Kate,” Dan started. “The last few weeks have been very difficult for me.”

She thought he was talking about all the planning they’d been doing. “I had hoped to make things easier for you.”

“Oh, you have. You’ve been a god-send, you know that. Or I hope you do. To be honest, I doubt I would have made it through the last few weeks without you.”

Kate was baffled. She thought Dan must have been exaggerating. They’d spoken a lot about his life, but she sensed he was holding some things back. When she’d first arrived, she’d had the impression he had feelings for Estella. However, he’d become so focused on improving the hospital that she thought she must have imagined it.

“I’ve spent many years in an emotional wilderness,” Dan said, looking over the dunes. “This is difficult to admit, but I’m an alcoholic. I haven’t had a drink since I rescued Murphy and Estella, but before that I was drunk every evening that I didn’t have patients to attend to.”

Kate touched his arm gently. “Do you think you are telling me something I don’t know, Dan? I am a doctor.” She knew he’d talk about it in his own good time.

Dan looked at her in amazement, but then he realised she’d have to be blind to miss all the symptoms. He felt embarrassed. “Do you still want to work with me?”

“Of course I do. You are a gifted doctor, but I don’t remember you ever drinking much in our med school years, so tell me how it started.”

Dan felt only the slightest hesitation. Since he and Kate had worked so closely together, he felt he could say anything to her. He was as certain as he could be that he wouldn’t ever slip back into his old ways. “I’ve already told you about how I worked in Sydney for a couple of years while getting my pilot’s licence and saving for the deposit on a plane.”

“Yes, and then you said you worked as a flying doctor based in Cloncurry.”

“That’s right. I had to cover an area of hundreds of square miles. Most days I worked twelve to sixteen hours, and then sometimes got called out again at night. Hardly a day went by that I wasn’t absolutely exhausted, but then you know what I mean. Even hospitals in towns like Toowoomba and Tamworth have a shortage of trained medical staff.”

Kate nodded. She knew the pressure was intense.

“One of my patients was a nine-year-old boy with a congenital heart problem. He had defects in the walls of his heart, between the atria and ventricles.”

“Both atrial and ventricular septal defects?”

“That’s right. There was no one really qualified to operate in Australia, but a heart surgeon from England was in Melbourne for a conference, and he was going to take a look at William. As I’m sure you are aware, the odds of the operation being a success were slim to non-existent, but I picked William up from Mount Isa to fly him to Melbourne. His father came with us because his mother had two other very young children to take care of, one just a baby.” Dan paused, trying to find the words to go on.

“What happened? Couldn’t the heart specialist do anything for the boy?” Kate asked.

“We never got to Melbourne. I flew from Mount Isa to Longreach to refuel, and everything was fine, but when I took off from Longreach Airport, the engine failed, and we crashed. William’s heart couldn’t take the shock …and he died. His father and I were injured, but not badly.”

“Oh, Dan, how terrible,” Kate said, placing her hand on his arm.

“I blamed myself, even though I was exonerated. William was such a brave little boy, with the most marvellous spirit. I felt like it was all my fault. That I had killed him. I never flew again until I went to find Murphy and Estella.”

“You have to forgive yourself, Dan. Accidents happen, but I understand how you feel. I was a wreck when I lost my first patient. I thought I couldn’t go on. But everyone told me that I had to concentrate on all the lives I had saved and those I’d save in the future.”

Dan nodded. “I was told the same thing, but it doesn’t make any difference, does it?”

Kate shook her head. “Nothing will change the past, Dan, so we must move forward. What choice do we have?”

“I came to this town because there were about six people here at the time. I thought it was the ideal place to escape from the world. I’m mostly to blame for the distance between my father and myself. I shut myself off.”

“Does he know about William Abernathy?”

“It was in the papers, and I know he called Longreach, and they told him I was here. He called a couple of times, but that’s when he got Charlie on the phone. I could have called back …but I didn’t.”

Kate rubbed his back.

“Before I realised what was happening, I became emotionally involved with the families out on the stations who relied on me. For years, half of me wanted to leave, but the other half wanted to stay and take care of the people out here.”

“We went into this profession knowing we weren’t miracle workers, so we just have to do the best we can.” Kate thought about how her father had reacted when he couldn’t save her mother from drowning. For a short time, it looked like his career was over, and he’d turn into an alcoholic, but his love for her had pulled him through.

“You are very special, Kate,” Dan said, and he meant it. Kate was different from Estella, he realised. He hadn’t thought of it before, but he always felt lacking in Estella’s company, whereas Kate made him feel as if he were someone extraordinary, and it was such a good feeling. He’d never met a woman who made him feel that way. And it seemed she accepted his faults, even understood why he had turned to alcohol. “I feel like I’ve known you for years.”

“You have,” Kate smiled.

“You know what I mean.”

“Yes, I do. We live and work side by side, so we see each other more than most married couples.”

“And we get on so well.”

“We have a lot in common, and I think we are similar people. That makes a big difference.” She smiled mischievously. “I have a confession to make. I had a crush on you in medical school.”

Dan was startled. “Did you? If only I had known,” he said flirtatiously.

“I would have died if you had found out. But if you had …what would you have done?”

“I wasn’t exactly brimming with confidence, so I doubt I would have found the courage to ask you out.”

“So there you have it. Two people who were perfect for each other missed their chance at happiness.”

“It’s strange how fate twists people’s lives. Here we are now, but I can’t help wondering why one of those aspiring surgeons didn’t snap you up long ago, Kate Jones.”

Kate smiled. “They didn’t know I was alive, but I’m hoping a doctor with his feet firmly planted in the dust takes a liking to me?” She glanced down at the ground and then looked into Dan’s eyes meaningfully.

Suddenly Dan pulled her close, kissing her softly on the lips, and Kate seemed to melt in his arms. Her response made him feel so alive, but it shocked him.

“I’m sorry, Kate,” he said gently drawing back from her embrace. “What I just did was probably unethical.”

Kate laughed. “What about how I responded?”

“I was taking advantage.”

They both laughed. Kate threw her arms around his neck and kissed him again. When she looked into his eyes a few moments later, Dan smiled. “Where did you learn to kiss like that, Dr. Jones?”

“I was inspired by the handsome Dr. Dugan and the desert moonlight.” She glanced up at the silver moon.

“Hmm. I’ll have to bring you out here more often.”

“You do that,” Kate said, grinning wickedly. “Now how about whisking me around the dance floor?”

Dan offered her his arm, and they turned back to town.

“I’m a bit rusty, but may I have this dance?” Murphy said to Estella.

“I may not be as graceful as I should be,” Estella said, glancing at her bulging tummy, as she accepted his outstretched hand.

When Murphy had returned in his new plane with beer, the men in town could hardly contain their delight. Now they were sat around a table, thoroughly enjoying a break in the ‘beer drought’.

“Where’s Dan?” Marty asked.

“Murphy said he’ll be here,” Charlie replied, but he noticed Murphy kept glancing at the door. They all knew that coming to the party was going to be a big test for Dan.

Kev was in charge of keeping the record player going. “It’s your job to keep my glass full,” he told Charlie.

“I’ll be keeping my own full,” Charlie said with a grin and a permanent froth moustache.

Marjorie had enlisted Connie and Phyllis to help put out the plates of supper, but Phyllis was preoccupied with the couple on the dance floor. She wasn’t at all pleased that Estella and Murphy had been virtually inseparable since their desert adventure, and she’d been disappointed to discover that Dr. Jones was a woman. But Kate had promised to give her flying lessons when she had time, though she did say she didn’t know when that would be, because there was a lot to organise at the hospital. In actual fact, Kate felt a little uneasy about Phyllis. She found her pleasant enough, but she was sure Phyllis had more than a passing fancy for Murphy, and she was worried that she might cause trouble for Estella.

When Dan and Kate entered the hall, the first thing Kate noticed was Phyllis watching Murphy and Estella on the dance floor, and she didn’t look very happy. Kate glanced at the couple waltzing around the floor, oblivious to the world around them. They were gazing into each other’s eyes, whispering and smiling. They looked so happy.

When the men saw Dan, it was immediately obvious they felt self-conscious because they kept glancing at their glasses of beer nervously. Dan soon noticed their discomfort, and it saddened him. When the music stopped, he asked Kev to wait a minute before putting on another record.

“I won’t make this long-winded,” Dan said, “and I don’t want to embarrass anybody, but I wanted you all to know that I think you are a very unique bunch of people. It’s no secret that I have a problem.” Dan glanced at Kate, who smiled at him in support. “But it’s my problem, not yours. I don’t want you to feel awkward having a beer in front of me, but I do want you to know how much I appreciate having mates like you. Not many mates would go weeks without a beer in this heat just to make it easier on one individual who was trying to give it up.” Dan looked at Charlie. “Not many mates would let their business suffer because one of their customers was trying to dry out. As far as I’m concerned, Charlie Cooper, you’re the best.”

“It was worth it, mate,” Charlie said.

“Here! Here!” The men lifted their glasses. “For someone who usually looks like a dog’s breakfast, you look pretty good,” Charlie said to Dan. “I might give up the grog myself.”

There was a moment of shocked silence, and then Marty laughed.

“We can’t have a publican who doesn’t drink,” Francis said.

“Yer right,” Charlie grinned with obvious relief. “Top up my glass.”

“Does that mean we can’t count on you to shout a round?” Marty said to Dan.

“Too right! Tonight’s my last shout,” Dan said laughing. “So make the most of it.”

The men looked at Murphy in surprise. He hadn’t told them that Dan had bought the beer, so they’d just assumed they’d all have to chip in.

Charlie smiled and looked at Dan in amazement. “Fair dinkum!” he said, grinning. “Let’s have some music,” Murphy called, and Kev put another record on the player.

“May I have this dance?” Phyllis said to Murphy.

He hadn’t realised she was standing beside him. “Yes, of course, Phyllis,” Murphy said, disappointed, as he had been about to ask Estella to dance.

While Dan was speaking to Wags, Kate approached Estella. “I probably shouldn’t say anything, but I’m going to because I am worried about you,” she said.

Estella looked at her in surprise. “Worried? What are you talking about, Kate?”

Kate glanced at the dance floor. Phyllis was smiling up at Murphy beguilingly. “I’ve always been able to assess people’s characters very quickly, and you know what it’s like in a small town.”

“You mean the gossiping.”

“Yes, and being a woman doctor, other women talk to me. I’m not going to break any confidences, but Phyllis is very fond of Murphy, isn’t she?”

Estella turned to look at the dancing couple. “Yes.”

Kate wanted to say, She’s jealous of you, but she felt she couldn’t. “Please be careful, Estella.”

“Murphy and I are only friends, Kate.”

“He loves you, Estella, and if you look into your heart, I think you’ll find you feel the same.”

Estella was shocked. “I’m fond of Murphy, but it will take some time before I trust a man with my heart again.”

Estella had told Kate about James, so Kate knew she had been deeply hurt, and for this reason she didn’t say anything. She was sure Murphy would bide his time until she was ready for a relationship.

As the evening wore on, Phyllis drank more and more. The more she drank, the louder she got. She also monopolised Murphy as much as she could. At one point, sick of her antics, Estella went outside to get some air and noticed several Aboriginal people lingering at the side of the building, including Mai. Estella asked her to come inside, but she refused. There was a kitchen at the back of the former Jockey Club. Estella wondered if they were loitering near the back in hopes of getting some leftover food. Estella turned on her heels and returned with a tray of snacks. During the course of the evening, Estella had also noticed Phyllis disappearing into the kitchen. She had been about to find out what she was doing in there, when Murphy grabbed her for a dance.

“Where’ve you been?” he said. “I’ve been looking for you.”

“I was outside getting some air,” Estella said, noting his eyes were slightly glassy.

“You know I only organised this party so I could spend time holding you, just like this,” Murphy whispered in her ear.

“I think you are tipsy,” Estella said, looking away in embarrassment.

“Don’t you believe me?”

“That was my trouble,” Estella said. “I used to believe everything I heard, and I ended up getting hurt.”

Murphy blanched, as if she had slapped him. “If you never believe anything again, Estella, please believe I would never hurt you.”

He sounded so sincere that Estella found she almost believed him. She really wanted to. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Phyllis go into the kitchen again, and she was sure she was carrying something.

“Excuse me, Murphy,” Estella said. “I’ll be back in a minute.” She intended to go out the front door and around the side of the building to see exactly what she was doing.

It was dark outside, as clouds had drifted over the moon. Estella couldn’t see Phyllis or Mai in the darkness, and the other Aboriginal people had wandered off. She took a few deep breaths of cool air, while thinking about Murphy and what Kate had said. She knew it was wrong to make another man pay for James’s mistakes.She might be missing the chance to be happy. She also knew it would be wonderful to share her baby with someone who loved them both. But was that man Murphy?

When Estella went back inside, she was a little miffed to see Murphy dancing with Phyllis again. She lingered inside the doorway and watched them. Dan and Kate were also on the dance floor, and they looked like they were having a good time. Estella was happy for Dan because she thought Kate was a wonderful girl, and they had so much in common.

Phyllis was clearly intoxicated. She could barely stand straight, and it looked like Murphy was holding her up. Annoyed, Estella turned away when Phyllis draped her arms around his neck.

“What are you doing, Phyllis?” Murphy said, trying to loosen her hold on him. Before he knew what was happening, Phyllis pressed her lips to his and kissed him hard on the mouth.

Estella turned back just in time to witness the kiss. Her eyes widened in shock, as Murphy seemed to be enjoying himself. Wasn’t it only moments ago that he’d professed he would never hurt her? She couldn’t believe she’d been tempted to trust him. Murphy pulled himself free as he watched Estella flee.

A moment later, someone shouted, “Fire!”

When Estella got outside, she saw flames leaping in the air behind her house. “Binnie,” she screamed, knowing the child was asleep inside the house. “Help! Somebody help me!” She ran as fast as she could towards the house, her heart hammering. When she got there, she found her stable and kennels burning. Flames were leaping in the air, fragments of burning embers drifting in the smoke. Fearing the house would catch on fire, Estella dashed inside to find Binnie, but the child was gone, and so was Mai.


CHAPTER 35

When Estella stepped outside her back door, she found the townsfolk standing in a congregation, watching the stable and kennels burn. To her utter dismay, no one was trying to put the fire out.

“Will somebody fetch some water?” she shouted, wondering why some of the men were armed with shovels and not buckets.

They looked at her sympathetically, but it was Charlie who shook his head. “There’s not enough water in town to put this fire out,” he said.

“What are you saying? Surely you aren’t going to let everything burn?”

“We don’t have any choice, Estella. If it were the pub or even the hospital, it would be the same. We simply don’t have enough water to put out a fire, and what we have got is too precious to throw away.”

Estella was dumbfounded.

“Where’s Binnie?” Murphy asked with a sense of urgency.

She noticed he seemed to have sobered up, but her reply was cold. “She’s gone, and so has Mai.”

Estella’s initial thoughts were that an ember from Mai’s fire had blown into the straw in the stable and caught alight. Then she noticed an empty beer bottle. She still didn’t know how the fire had started, but she was now certain that someone had given Mai beer, and she had her suspicions about who it was.

“What if the house catches fire?” Estella cried. She couldn’t bear to think of her father’s house going up in smoke. It was her home now, hers and the baby’s.

“I’ll get on the roof,” Murphy told Charlie.

“It’s too dangerous,” Marty said. “The wind is blowing that way, and you can’t climb with your leg.”

Ignoring Marty, Murphy grabbed a blanket off the clothesline and went around the front of the house where a ladder had been left behind after the recent renovations. The stiffness in his leg caused him pain, but once he reached the top of the ladder, he hoisted himself onto the front porch and then the roof. From there he watched for any embers that landed on the roof and smothered them with the blanket or stamped them out. Smoke was blowing in his face, choking and almost blinding him, but he was determined to try to save the house.

The rest of the men began shovelling sand onto any embers that were catching in the dry grass around the house. The women stamped out any small sparks they saw taking hold. Estella noticed some Aboriginal people had reappeared after seeing the flames, and they too stamped out any sparks that landed in nearby dry grass with their bare feet. Mai wasn’t amongst them.

It seemed to take such a short time for the stable, yards, and kennels to be reduced to ashes, which the men then covered in sand. Unable to look at the ruins, Estella went inside. Murphy knocked on the door some time later. She thanked him for what he had done, but insisted she wanted to be left alone. He wanted her to go with him to the hospital to see Dan or Kate, because he was worried about her, but she was adamant that she was all right and she just wanted to go to bed. She needed comfort, but she couldn’t bear to look at him, let alone talk to him.

The night seemed interminably long because Estella hardly slept. She felt terribly upset and so disappointed in Murphy. At dawn she stepped out of her back door to find a pile of red sand where her stable, yards, and kennels had been. She thought of her father and all his hard work in building safe places to house his animal patients, and her eyes filled with tears. She regretted not taking the time to thank the townsfolk for doing what they could to protect her house. She just hoped they understood.

Estella was sitting on her front porch, idly watching the slow progress of a sleepy lizard as it made its way from under the house to bask in the first rays of sunshine. She was thinking about all that had happened when movement at the corner of her eye caught her attention. It was Murphy walking towards her. She’d been doing a lot of thinking about the events of the previous night, so she wasn’t really surprised to see him. “Good morning,” he said tentatively, as he sat beside her.

Estella felt some consolation in the fact that he also looked like he hadn’t slept.

Murphy wasn’t really surprised that she didn’t answer him. He suspected she was disillusioned with him. “Estella, as God is my witness, I’ve never felt anything other than friendship for Phyllis,” he said. Estella didn’t look at him, and she didn’t reply. She remembered Phyllis insisting she wasn’t interested in him, but from what she’d seen, her actions indicated just the opposite. She couldn’t help wondering, despite Murphy’s protests to the contrary, whether they’d ever been more than friends. They looked very comfortable with each other, just as James and Davinia had.

Picking up a stick, Murphy poked the ground in front of him. His shoulders were hunched and his features strained.

“I’ve known for some time that Phyllis was harbouring romantic notions about me, but I chose to ignore it. Although there aren’t many men out here, I thought she’d eventually turn her attention elsewhere. That was naïve and stupid of me, I can see that now, but I don’t know what got into her last night.” He looked at Estella again, but her attention was taken with something else. He followed her gaze to a nearby tree, where a black cockatoo was perched.

Estella was thinking about what the kurdaitcha man had said, that the truth about who was deceiving Mai would come to light when a black cockatoo appeared. In all honesty, she hadn’t expected it would happen, but there it was. She wasn’t foolish enough to believe that the bird would give her the answers she needed; she knew she’d have to find them herself. But maybe the time was right, and the clues just needed to be put together. “Did you notice that Phyllis kept going into the kitchen last night?” Estella said.

Murphy was puzzled. “Not really.”

“Well, she did, and I’m sure she was taking beer out the back door.”

“What would she do that for?”

“Someone has been giving Mai alcohol. So far, it’s been bottles of wine, but last night I found an empty beer bottle near the stable, and this morning I noticed three more near the house.”

“Are you saying you think Phyllis has been doing it?”

“The more I think about it, the more likely it seems.”

“That doesn’t sound like Phyllis. She’s always been supportive of the Aboriginal women.”

“I think it has something to do with you and me.” Estella kept thinking about what Kate had said. Watch out for Phyllis.

“Look, Estella, I want to get one thing straight. I didn’t kiss Phyllis. She kissed me, and I pushed her away. I’ve never known her to drink as much as she did last night.”

“Forget that now, Murphy. I’m going to see her about Mai.” For the first time, Estella realised Phyllis hadn’t helped put out the fire, and she also hadn’t helped with her house renovations. In the instance of the house painting, Estella had just assumed she was busy with the store, but it was Phyllis who had claimed she wanted to be friends, and friends helped each other or at least took an interest.

“I can’t forget it. Within minutes of telling you I’d never hurt you, I did just that. I shouldn’t have been dancing with Phyllis.”

Estella wasn’t willing or able to forgive him. “What’s done is done. We can’t change it now,” she said coldly. She stood up and started walking towards the store.

“Estella, can we talk about this? I don’t want one stupid mistake to come between us.” Murphy knew in a roundabout way, he was paying for what her husband had done.

Estella hated feeling so vulnerable, but her feelings for Murphy had put her in that position. She turned to look at him. “I wanted to trust you,” she said, her voice quivering with emotion. “But I don’t see how that is possible now.” She was sure she’d never trust a man again. “I appreciate what you did last night up on the roof, but I don’t want to talk about us, because there isn’t any us.”

Murphy could see he’d lost any chance of a relationship with her. He cursed his stupidity, and he cursed James for breaking her heart. “Can I come with you to see Phyllis? I’d like to know what’s going on in her mind, especially if it has something to do with me.”

Estella considered his request, but she wasn’t sure she wanted the issue of his relationship with Phyllis to interfere with what she wanted to find out about Mai. “I don’t think so.”

“If Phyllis is labouring under any misconceptions, I intend to put her straight,” Murphy said angrily.

Estella could see he meant it. “All right.”

As the two walked towards the store, the black cockatoo took flight. To Estella’s astonishment, it landed in the tree that overhung Stargazer’s stable. She was sure it was a sign she was on the right path.

The store wasn’t open, so Murphy and Estella went around the back. Marty was already outside, mixing feed for Stargazer.

“Good morning, you two,” he said. “You’re up bright and early.” He could see they both looked tired.

“Good morning, Marty,” Estella said. “Thank you for your help last night. I meant to thank everyone, but I was upset.”

“That’s understandable, but don’t worry. We’ll soon erect a new stable and kennels.”

Estella felt a small measure of relief.

“Is Phyllis up?” Murphy asked.

Marty looked startled, not by the question, but by Murphy’s tone. It sounded ominous. “As a matter of fact, she is. I don’t think she slept too well last night.”

“May we see her?”

“Sure.” Marty frowned, unable to understand why Murphy and Estella looked so serious. “Come in.”

Phyllis was sitting at their kitchen table in a dressing gown, sipping tea. She was startled to see Murphy and Estella so early …and together.

“I’ll pour you some tea,” Marty said, glancing at his daughter and noticing she looked slightly alarmed. Like everyone else, he’d been wondering how Estella’s stable caught fire. He just hoped Phyllis hadn’t had anything to do with it.

“No, thank you, Marty,” Estella said looking at Phyllis. “This isn’t really a social call.”

Marty glanced at his daughter again. “What’s this about, Estella? You look so serious.”

“I’ll come straight to the point,” Estella said. “As you know, I’ve been concerned about Mai. She’s been drinking a lot, and I know Uncle Charlie hasn’t been giving her alcohol, so I’ve been trying to find out where she’s been getting it from.”

“What has that got to do with me?” Phyllis asked.

They all caught the slight hesitancy in her voice.

Murphy was watching Marty. He thought he saw a flash of guilt cross his features, and he looked almost terrified that something was going to be exposed.

“Perhaps I should tell you that there’s a black cockatoo in the tree over Stargazer’s stable,” Estella said, watching Phyllis’ reaction closely and noting a flicker of alarm in her dark eyes.

“So what? We get cockatoos in town all the time.”

“The other day you said it was rare to see a black cockatoo.”

Phyllis shrugged, staring at the leaves in the bottom of her cup.

“You remember what the kurdaitcha man told me, don’t you?” Estella said.

Phyllis glanced up. “That’s nonsense, and you know it.”

“It’s strange that you should say that, because I had the impression you took the Aboriginals’ beliefs very seriously.”

“Excuse me,” Marty suddenly snapped. “I’ve got a horse to feed.” He went out through the back door. Confused by his reaction, Murphy followed him.

Estella kept her gaze fastened on Phyllis. “Your father is a good man, and you are breaking his heart,” she said.

“I’m doing no such thing, and you have no right to say something like that,” Phyllis hissed, getting to her feet. “I’ve got to open the store, so if you will excuse me, I have to get dressed.”

“Sorry, Phyllis, I’m not going until I’ve got some answers.”

Phyllis glared at Estella.

“What were you up to last night?” Estella said. Her curiosity had gotten the better of her, but most importantly, Estella was becoming convinced that her own relationship with Murphy was somehow responsible for Phyllis’s recent interest in Mai.

“I was having a good time. What of it?”

“It was more than that, wasn’t it?”

“What are you talking about?”

“You told me you weren’t interested in Murphy, and yet you were throwing yourself at him as if he were the last living man for thousands of miles.”

Phyllis’ eyes narrowed spitefully. “I was doing no such thing, but at least I’m free to chase him. You aren’t divorced yet, are you? You are carrying another man’s child, and yet you were pressing yourself against him on the dance floor like a hussy.”

To Phyllis’ utter surprise, Estella didn’t appear insulted.

“So that’s it,” Estella said with a degree of satisfaction. At least she was getting somewhere. “You are jealous. You pretended to be my friend so you could find out if I was attracted to Murphy, didn’t you?” Estella expected more denials, but this time she was disappointed.

Murphy caught up with Marty at the stables. “Is something wrong, Marty?” he asked.

“I didn’t want to believe my own flesh and blood could do something so terrible,” Marty said. “But there it was, staring me in the face.”

“So it was Phyllis who was giving Mai alcohol?”

“I’d say so, but that’s not what I meant.”

“What did you mean?” Marty was staring at Stargazer, and the pain in his eyes was heart-breaking.

Murphy looked at the horse and then back at Marty. “You don’t think …Marty, you aren’t saying Phyllis made Stargazer sick, are you?”

“Stargazer has always loved fruit. Once, when he was just a colt, Myrtle gave him a few pieces of plum. It turned his dung purple and gave him colic. When I saw his dung was purple on the day of the picnic races, I knew, but I didn’t want to believe it. I asked Phyllis about it, but she said she didn’t remember that plums gave him colic, and God forgive me, I wanted to believe her.”

“That’s only natural,” Murphy said.

“Not long ago I saw her talking to Mai over by Estella’s house, and it didn’t look like a friendly chat. Again, she had an explanation that I wanted to believe. I’m sorry, Murphy. I know you are fond of Estella, so I hope what Phyllis has done hasn’t messed things up for you.”

Murphy couldn’t tell him the truth. “Don’t worry, mate,” he said, putting his hand on Marty’s back. “We’ll be all right.”

“Yes, I was jealous,” Phyllis spat. “Murphy and I have always been close. It was only a matter of time before he asked me to marry him.”

“That’s not true, Phyllis,” Murphy interjected.

The women turned to see him standing in the doorway, with Marty behind him.

“You and I have only ever been friends,” Murphy said, coming into the kitchen. “I’ve never led you on, or given you any reason to believe I had romantic feelings for you. I’m sorry if that hurts you, but it’s the truth, and we both know it.”

Phyllis looked stricken, and tears filled her eyes. “If Estella hadn’t come along, things would have been different. I know it.”

“No, they wouldn’t have,” Murphy said gently. “If I hadn’t crash-landed in the desert and come so close to dying, I’d still be living in the past. I’ve reassessed things and put my life into perspective.” Murphy was thinking about the letter from Tom. “I’ve changed, but the way I feel about you would never have changed. I think of you as a good mate, nothing more.”

“I’m sure my feelings weren’t one sided,” Phyllis said. She felt cornered and wanted to save face. “You just don’t want to admit it.”

“Give it up, Phyllis,” Marty said. “Don’t make things any worse than they are.”

“Dad!” Covering her face with her hands, Phyllis began to cry. After a moment, she said, “If I was really being honest, I’m not in love with you, Murphy. I just wanted some excitement. I wanted to feel alive. This place is stifling me. Every day I feel emptier.”

Marty looked shocked and wounded. “Why didn’t you say something? You don’t have to stay here for my sake.”

“You can’t manage this place on your own, Dad.”

“I can, but even if I couldn’t, I’d rather struggle than know you were unhappy.”

After a few moments of silence, Estella said, “I have to know if it was you who gave Mai wine and beer?”

Phyllis glanced at her father. “Yes, I did,” she said, sniffing. “I had hoped Mai’s behaviour would drive you away.” She realised how pathetic she sounded and thought it was little wonder Murphy couldn’t love her. She didn’t deserve to be loved.

“That would never happen. Everyone has been so kind to me, and Mai is really a very special person. It’s not hard to see why my father loved her.”

Phyllis nodded. “Did you tell her to set fire to the stable?” Estella asked. She wanted to know what Mai’s state of mind had been when she left. She was worried about her and especially about Binnie. The child had to be frightened and confused.

“No. I swear I didn’t. I may be a fool, but I would never put the town in danger like that.”

Somehow, Estella felt worse. She didn’t know if it was an accident, or whether Mai had been hurt.

Phyllis looked at her father. He had his head bowed, as if his world had crashed around his shoulders. She couldn’t make amends, but she could admit to her mistakes and perhaps gain a little self-respect.

“I’m sorry I lied to you, Dad, but it was me who gave Stargazer plums. I distracted you by getting one of the boys from Wilga to tell Mai a stockman had Binnie. I knew you’d help her look for her child, and while you were away, I gave Stargazer some plums. I thought if everyone were disappointed in Estella, she’d go. I know it was a terrible thing to do, and I’ve hurt you so much.”

Marty was staring at the floor. Without looking at Phyllis, he reached out and squeezed her hand, but he couldn’t find the words to make her feel better. He could only think of Myrtle and how disappointed she would have been in their daughter. But then he thought maybe Phyllis would have been different if she’d had her mother to talk to. Myrtle had always said the right thing. They both missed her so much. He turned and went outside again.

Phyllis watched him and knew how disappointed he was, and it broke her heart. She’d take any punishment she had to, if it made her father feel better.

“When I asked Mai to tell me who was giving her alcohol, she said if she did, something would happen to Binnie,” Estella said. “What was she frightened of?”

“Mai is very spiritual and superstitious, so I planted fears in her mind. She didn’t know why I was giving her alcohol. I knew she had a weakness. She can’t handle alcohol. It makes her crazy, and I preyed on it. I feel so foolish now, and I can’t believe what I have become.”

Phyllis paused and continued in a quiet voice, “It would be best for everyone, especially me, if I left town.”

“Don’t worry about your father, Phyllis,” Murphy said. “We’ll see he gets help in the store.”


CHAPTER 36

March, 1955

“Well?” Estella said, looking over the mound of her tummy at Kate, who was examining her. “Please tell me I’m going to give birth soon?”

“Any minute,” Kate said smiling. “The baby’s head is fully engaged, and everything looks set to go.”

Estella gasped.

Kate laughed. “It’s not going to be literally any minute, but very soon. In the next few days, I’d say.”

Estella sat up on the examining table. “Thank goodness for that. Being cumbersome in this heat is no laughing matter. And just look at how swollen my feet are.”

Kate glanced at her feet and felt her ankles. “Stop worrying about your feet, Estella. It’s the heat and the excess fluid in your body that’s making them swell. As soon as the baby is born, they will go back to normal, I promise. Meanwhile, keep them elevated as much as possible.”

“I haven’t been able to get into my shoes for weeks. I was so desperate that I was wearing a pair of Uncle Charlie’s sandals until Murphy brought me comfortable slippers from Alice Springs.”

Kate’s lips moved upwards in a poignant smile. “He’s been good to you, hasn’t he?”

“Yes,” Estella said, her tone tinged with sadness.

“He’s not going to give up on you. You know that?”

Estella felt like they were living in a state of limbo. Murphy had made his feelings known, but she was holding him at arms-length, hoping he’d give up on her. “What has he said to give you that impression?” she asked Kate. He hadn’t mentioned his feelings since she’d told him they had no future, but he’d been very devoted and considerate. When she’d been called out to stations, he not only flew her there, he helped in every way possible. He carried her medical bag and any instruments she needed. He lifted and manoeuvred animals so that it was easier for her to examine them. He even carried a small, collapsible chair when they were going into paddocks, so she could sit down when she felt the need. What impressed her most was the ribbing he took from the men on the stations. He completely ignored it, when she was sure any other man would have baulked. She was sure the old Murphy would never have put himself in that position.

“He hasn’t said anything,” Kate said. “But he hasn’t needed to. Surely you’ve noticed the way he looks at you, and he’s always worrying about you, too. And flying you to Mungerannie to bathe in the springs when your back was aching was so unbelievably sweet.”

“It was, wasn’t it?” Estella said. She had been complaining for days of backache, so after visiting Etadunna Station, he made a stop at Mungerannie on the return journey and took her to the springs. Estella still remembered how heavenly and soothing it had felt, floating in the warm water, surrounded by an oasis of palm trees.

Thinking of how kind and generous Murphy had been reminded her of Christmas. The townsfolk were going to celebrate with a party at the pub, but just before Estella went over, Murphy came to her house and gave her a necklace made from pearls found in the waters off Broome, in Western Australia. Before she could protest, he told her the story of his mate who had dived for the pearls. He used to be a navy diver, and he was one of their best, but he lost a good part of one leg in accident with a boat propeller.

“The navy offered him a desk job, which he refused,” Murphy said. “He wanted to keep diving, but they wouldn’t hear of it, so they discharged him. I know for a while there, he felt useless and that’s hard for anyone. The loss of part of his leg was just bad luck as far as he was concerned. He wouldn’t have let it stop him doing what he loved because he wasn’t the kind of person to feel sorry for himself, but the navy didn’t see it that way. It was very hard for him to find work, but finally a pearler in Broome hired him as a diver. As far as they were concerned, there was just less of him for the sharks to eat, and if he was willing and able to do the work, they were more than happy to employ him.”

“The necklace is really beautiful, Murphy, but it’s an extravagant gift for one friend to give another.”

Murphy knew what she meant. “Frankie reminds me of you, Estella. He has a fighting spirit, which is something I admire. Some people crumble when the going gets tough, but not Frankie, and not you. I wanted you to have this necklace, because I knew you’d appreciate what it took to get those pearls.”

Put like that, Estella couldn’t refuse.

“I do care for Murphy, Kate, very much, but I’m afraid to trust him with my heart.” Also, she thought, since Phyllis had pointed it out, it was always in the back of her mind that she was carrying another man’s child.

“Sometimes you’ve got to take risks, Estella. You might get hurt, but you might also find something precious, like I did when I came here.” Estella knew that Dan and Kate were very happy together. Not only did they work extremely well as a team, but Dan had become a sober, confident person again. It was as if he had found the other half of himself, and with Kate by his side, he could achieve absolutely anything.

Murphy had been instrumental in getting Estella to write to her mother before Christmas. He insisted it was the right thing to do, and she had to admit that she felt so much better afterwards. She had been quite bewildered about why her mother hadn’t replied until she had a letter from Aunt Flo. She said that Caroline had gone back to Rhodesia and that she would be in contact soon, but so far, Estella still hadn’t heard anything. Estella had also written to Aunt Florence and asked her to find out whether her divorce from James was final. It had become something she was anxious to put behind her.

Estella was still talking to Kate when they heard the engine of a plane. As Murphy hadn’t left town, they were curious about who was visiting. Charlie had also heard the plane, and he went out onto the hotel veranda to see who had come to town. With a beer in hand, he stood waiting until the propeller stopped spinning and the dust had settled. When the pilot opened the door of the plane, a woman and man stepped out.

Estella and Kate were at one of the hospital windows.

“That’s a Piper Tri-Pacer, made in the United States,” Kate said, noting the model of the plane. “It’s about five years old.”

“Is it?” Estella was impressed with Kate’s knowledge, but she was interested in the passengers. A woman came down the steps, followed by a man.

Charlie couldn’t believe his eyes when he recognised the woman as his sister. It had been many years since he’d seen her, but there was no mistaking Flo.

“Flo,” he shouted. He hurried towards her, confused by her expression. She looked upset and more relieved to see him than happy.

“I can’t believe it,” Estella gasped. “That’s Aunt Flo!”

“Are you sure?” Kate had heard all about her from Estella.

Estella watched her uncle rush towards Flo. “Yes.”

“Who’s the man with her?” Kate asked, thinking even from a distance, he looked very handsome.

“I’m not sure …Oh, God! I don’t believe it!”

“What?”

“That’s my husband, James.”

“Charlie,” Florence said, throwing her arms around her brother.

“Stone the crows!” Charlie said, embracing her. “I didn’t know you were coming.”

“I wanted to surprise you and Estella,” Florence said, before fresh tears began streaming down her face.

Charlie was confused, as her tears didn’t look like tears of joy. He glanced at the young man standing behind Flo. He had a very serious expression on his face.

“Wh-where’s Estella?” Florence sobbed.

“She’s in the hospital,” Charlie said. “Whatever’s the matter, Flo? Has something happened to Caroline or Marcus? Is Barnaby all right?”

Florence looked stricken. “Has Estella had the baby?”

“Not yet. She’s having a check-up.” Charlie looked at the young man again. “Who are you?” he said.

“James Lawford.”

“Lawford? That’s Estella’s last name.” Confused, Charlie glanced at his sister.

She confirmed his worst fears. “He’s Estella’s husband.”

“Ex-husband,” James corrected. “Our divorce has been finalised.” James was determined to keep any sentiment out of the situation. If he was going to do what he came to do, he had to keep emotion at a minimum. It was the only way he could cope.

“What the bloody hell do you want here?” Charlie snarled.

James looked him over as if he’d been cleaning a sewer. He’d noticed a sign on the hotel stating Charlie Cooper was the publican, but he couldn’t believe someone in that position went about dressed in a dirty undershirt, ill-fitting shorts, and no shoes or socks, or that the publican would be drinking beer in the middle of the morning. “I have some business to conduct with Estella,” James said. “Is that the hospital?” He headed towards the biggest building that wasn’t the hotel.

“Wait just a minute,” Charlie called after him. “Estella will see her aunt before she sees you.”

Estella had reached the front door of the hospital by the time Charlie came in with Flo. Florence immediately threw her arms around her niece. “Estella!”

Estella couldn’t mistake the despair in her aunt’s voice. “What’s wrong, Aunt Flo?” she asked.

“I’m so sorry,” Florence sobbed on her shoulder.

Estella went light-headed. “What’s happened? Is Mother all right? Is it Barnaby? Has somebody been hurt?”

Florence could only shake her head. Estella turned to look at the doorway, and there stood James, as handsome as ever despite his grave expression. Her hand went to her tummy self-consciously, but she noticed that he wasn’t shocked to see that she was heavily pregnant. She guessed Florence was distressed because she had told him about the baby, but she had no idea why he was in Kangaroo Crossing. There was only one thing she was certain about. He hadn’t had a change of heart. She knew because there was no warmth in his eyes.

Seeing a room off the corridor, Florence took Estella inside. “Please excuse us,” she said, and closed the door.

“What’s going on, Aunt Flo? You are frightening me.”

Florence collapsed onto a chair in Dan’s office. She had intended to sit Estella down first, but the heat and her distress had gotten the better of her. She pulled a handkerchief from her handbag and mopped her face.

“I didn’t know, Estella, I swear,” Florence said, breaking into a fresh wave of tears.

“Didn’t know what, Aunt Flo?” Estella whispered, a terrible feeling creeping over her.

Florence looked at her niece, and her gaze wandered to her distended tummy. She thought Estella looked so beautiful. It should have been the happiest time in her life. She had to compress her lips to stop herself crying again. “I wanted to come here to help you with the baby,” she mumbled.

Estella gave her a small smile. “That was a wonderful idea, Aunt. I’ve missed you so much.” Florence didn’t return her smile, which scared her. “What’s James doing here, Aunt Flo? Did you ask him to come?”

Florence shook her head. “He was going to come, so I suggested I travel with him. I thought he was going to do the right thing by you, but ….” Florence buried her face in her handkerchief and began to cry again.

“If the divorce is final and he’s making plans to marry Davinia, I don’t care, Aunt, so please don’t upset yourself. It took me awhile, but I’ve managed to put my marriage behind me. The people in town have rallied to my support, so I’ll be fine and so will the baby. And now you are here ….”

Florence shook her head again and clasped Estella’s hand. “That … bitch is behind this, I know it. James denies it, but I know she’s pushing him.”

Estella was flabbergasted to hear Aunt Florence use such language. Now she was really worried. Her heart began to race and she could hardly get her breath. “Behind what, Aunt Flo?”

When Florence didn’t answer her, Estella went to the door, determined to get the answer out of James. She couldn’t stand the suspense any longer.

“Wait,” Florence said. “I don’t want you to hear this from him.”

Estella turned and stared at her aunt, gripped with dread.

Florence swallowed the lump in her throat. There was no easy way to say what she had to tell Estella. “He’s here to take the baby,” she said. “I’m so sorry, Estella.”

Estella continued to stare at her aunt, sure she hadn’t heard correctly. “Take the baby. No,” she said. “He can’t.”

Florence closed her eyes for a moment. “He has a court order. I didn’t know until we were on the plane. I tried to talk him out of it. I tried to reason with him, but he wouldn’t budge. I shouted and screamed.” The hostesses had moved her away from James, but she’d cried for hours, until eventually they calmed her down.

Estella couldn’t think clearly. Her mind was going numb. She was sure her aunt must be mistaken. James didn’t want a child. But then she thought of Davinia, and she became angry. “We’ll just see about that,” she said, opening the door.

James was standing in the corridor, with Charlie nearby. Charlie had tried to find out what was going on, but James had refused to tell him.

“I can see Florence has told you why I’m here,” James said coldly. He glanced at her distended abdomen, and a flicker of distaste crossed his features.

Estella was taken aback by his callous lack of emotion, and she’d caught the displeasure in his eyes when he looked at her swollen abdomen. He’d become someone she didn’t recognise. The man she’d married was long gone.

“There’s no way you’ll take my child,” she hissed. “So get out of here, now.” Charlie gasped, and put his arm around Estella’s shoulder.

“The baby will have everything it could possibly want, Estella,” James said impassively. “The best care, nannies, clothing, schooling.”

“What about its mother? If you take my child, it won’t have its mother. How could you even think of taking my baby away from me? What kind of monster have you become?”

James remained indifferent. “It’s nothing personal.” He couldn’t say that the baby was his key to a life of wealth and luxury.

“Nothing personal? This baby is all you left me with, James. If you ever loved me, you wouldn’t do this.”

James didn’t flinch. “I have a court order, Estella.” He reached into the inside pocket of the jacket he was carrying and produced a document of several pages.

Estella knocked it from his hand. “I don’t care if you’ve got permission from the Queen of England. You stood in Hyde Park and told me children wouldn’t fit into the life you wanted, so why the sudden change of heart?”

James couldn’t look into Estella’s eyes. He didn’t want to see her pain, lest it weaken his resolve. He kept reminding himself of why he was taking the baby and that it would have a good life. Finally, he gathered himself and looked at her. “This place is unfit to bring up a child.”

“Now hold on a minute,” Charlie said.

James ignored him. “And from what I’ve heard, you’ve been putting yourself in perilous situations, situations that have endangered the life of my child.”

Estella’s mouth dropped open. “Where did you get an idea like that?”

“It doesn’t matter. You’ll have more children one day, Estella. My child is going to be brought up with me, in England.”

“If you have the sudden urge to be a father, why can’t you have children with your lover, Davinia?”

James didn’t reply, but she got her answer. It was in his eyes. “She can’t have children? Is that it?”

“Davinia is desperate to be a mother.”

Estella was aghast. “So that’s it. That’s why you’re here, because she wants my baby. Well you can both go to hell.”

“As soon as the baby is born, I’m taking it.”

“The hell you are!” Charlie shouted.

Estella felt as if her heart had been ripped from her body. “What did Davinia promise you, James? Money? A big house? Tell me what she’s going to give you in return for my child?”

James didn’t answer her.

Estella clutched her tummy and felt the baby move under her hands. Her precious child had been growing inside of her for nine months. The thought of giving it up was abhorrent. She’d rather die. Her legs went weak, and she sagged to the floor. “No,” she sobbed. “No!”

Estella was vaguely aware of her uncle trying to lift her and Aunt Flo’s cries of distress. As her head lolled back, she saw Kate running up the hall towards her. Unimaginable pain gripped her pelvis.

“You’re in labour,” Kate said. “This child is coming into the world right now.”

Estella groaned, realising she was in a private room with Kate, Kylie, and her aunt. She’d been looking forward to the birth of her baby, but now she was full of despair. “No, it can’t be,” she wailed.

Aunt Florence took her hand and squeezed it. “It’s all right, Estella. Charlie is making a few calls to see if a judge can’t stop James from taking the baby. It will sort itself out, I promise.”

Florence was actually afraid that Charlie would kill James if he got the chance. If Dan hadn’t restrained him, he would’ve done it already.

Kate took Florence to the end of the bed. “How could Estella’s husband think he could take a newborn baby all the way back to England by himself?” she whispered.

“He’s thought of everything. He’s hired a nurse to accompany him from Melbourne, and there’s a wet nurse on hand if the baby won’t take a bottle.”

Estella was in a fog of pain, but she caught what her aunt said. Her eyes widened with horror, and then another contraction seized her, and she screamed.

“Well, if we can’t stop him legally,” Kate whispered. “I’ll not say this child is fit to travel.” Kate turned to her patient. “Now, a big breath and push, Estella. Push!”

Kev and Wags were at the pub when Charlie got back. They’d never seen him so ropeable. His face was as red as a sunburned tomato, with purple veins bulging at the temples. It took a lot of cajoling to find out what had upset him so much. While Kev tried to console him, Wags went and told Connie what had happened. She told Betty, Francis, and Marjorie, but Wags didn’t know where to find Murphy. The Wilsons and the Waitmans went to the pub to see if Charlie had been able to get some legal advice. The pilot who had flown James and Florence from Melbourne was also there, enjoying a beer until the townsfolk stormed in. James had told him he’d pay him for his time if he stayed in town until he was ready to fly out with the baby, but Freddy Ellis hadn’t been expecting to be treated like a leper.

The townsfolk were angrily discussing James and his plan when Murphy came in. He’d been helping Marty by putting a new roof on Stargazer’s stable, but when Marty got the bad news from Wags, he forgot all about Murphy up on the roof. Murphy had seen the plane come in to land, but he hadn’t wanted to leave loose sheets of iron on the stable roof when the wind was picking up, so he finished nailing them down. When the job was complete, he went in search of Marty. Cassie was tidying up the shelves in the store. Marty had recruited her to help out after Phyllis had gone to Sydney to find work, and she was doing very well. Phyllis had taught her to read and write, so Marty was also training her to do some bookwork and place orders.

“Where’s Marty?” Murphy asked her.

“He’s gone to the pub with Wags,” Cassie said.

“Already? It’s a bit early isn’t it, even for Marty?”

“Wags said Missus Estella’s husband is in town, and Charlie is real upset.”

Murphy looked at her blankly. His first thoughts were that James had come to take Estella home, and he felt sick at heart. Suddenly he felt in desperate need of a beer himself. “Charlie will miss Estella,” he said aloud, not knowing what he’d do without her himself.

“Wags said he’s come to take the baby ‘way, not Estella,” Cassie added.

“What?”

Cassie shrugged.

Murphy stormed into the pub. He hoped and prayed that Cassie had got it wrong. “Is it true?” he said. “Has Estella’s ex-husband come here expecting to take her child?”

“Yes,” Marjorie said on the verge of tears, “and the news frightened her into labour.”

Murphy went white.

“I’ve spoken to a couple of lawyers, and they said there’s nothing Estella can do,” Charlie said. “She’ll have to go back to England and fight James in the courts over there, but that’s going to be real expensive.” Charlie had managed to talk to Florence for a few minutes, so he knew the whole story. “Estella can’t possibly compete with James because he’s got his fancy woman behind him, and she’s wealthy, and being a lawyer, he’ll know exactly what to do.”

“Where is the swine?” Murphy bellowed. He looked at the pilot, sitting by himself in a corner.

Freddy thought Murphy was going to tear him limb from limb, and he cringed. “That’s not him,” Charlie said. “He wouldn’t dare set foot in this place.”

Murphy stormed out.

Marjorie looked at Connie. “I wouldn’t like to be James Lawford about now,” she said.

Unable to listen to Estella’s screams, James headed outside and began walking towards the sand dunes. He was truly appalled by the town, but he couldn’t deny that Estella was surrounded by people who seemed to genuinely care for her. He was sure they’d help her get over the loss of her baby, which relieved some of his guilt. He couldn’t imagine why she wanted to live in such a hot, dusty place, and could fully understand why Caroline had been unable to build a life in Kangaroo Crossing. It was so primitive and the flies ….

As James walked, he tried to push the memory of Estella’s distress from his mind. In the distance he could see native people and their naked children. As he neared them, he noticed flies crawling over the children’s faces, and he shuddered. He tried to picture his son or daughter playing in the dust, but the thought was too awful to think about. He then imagined the child playing in Davinia’s house, surrounded by every luxury imaginable. “I’m doing the right thing,” he muttered, watching the natives disappear over the sand dunes.

James was shading his eyes, and staring at the sand dunes in awe of the silence in the desert, when he heard heavy footsteps behind him. He turned around to see a man glaring at him with such loathing that he recoiled. “As there doesn’t appear to be another yellow-bellied snake around here, I take it you are James Lawford?” Murphy growled. He contemptuously raked his eyes over James.

“And who would you be?” James asked nervously. He made a mental note that the man before him didn’t appear armed.

“Michael Murphy. Remember that name, because I am going to play a very big part in what’s left of your miserable life.”

James wasn’t sure he had heard correctly, but just the same, his blood ran cold.


CHAPTER 37

“Another push, Estella. A big one this time,” Kate urged.

“I can’t,” Estella cried. “I’m so tired.” She felt weak, like she had been pushing for hours.

“Yes, you can. I can see the head. It’s right there. A couple of big pushes, and you’ll be holding your baby in your arms.”

Estella struggled to lift herself on her elbows, and Kylie removed a damp pillow from behind her back and replaced it. Sweat dripped down her face, despite the fan whirring overhead. Kylie had already changed her nightgown twice. Even her hair was damp. “Is the head really there?” She looked at Aunt Flo, who was sitting by her side. She appeared overwhelmed with emotion, but she nodded.

Not having children of her own, or ever having had the opportunity to witness the birth of a baby, Florence was terrified and excited at the same time. Her tumultuous emotions were mixed with pride because she realised it was such an honour to be present when Estella gave birth to her baby. She knew she was experiencing something that Caroline would have given anything to witness--the birth of her first grandchild.

But Florence knew that a dark cloud was hanging over the joy that she and Estella might share. Every time they looked into each other’s eyes, it was there. Deep sorrow marred their happiness. And Florence knew it was making giving birth so much harder.

Another pain seized Estella. She pulled her knees up and grabbed the backs of her thighs to bear down, straining and pushing with all her might.

Kate encouraged her. “Push, Estella. A big push. Here comes the head.”

Estella took another big breath and pushed, her face crimson with the effort. Florence dabbed the sweat from her forehead and mentally strained with her niece. She’d suffered every pain with her and felt physically exhausted.

“The head is out,” Kate cried. “Another push, and the shoulders will come.”

Clasping Aunt Flo’s hand, Estella pushed again with all her might, and Kate manoeuvred the baby’s shoulders, so that first one, and then the other, came out. Then the baby’s body slid into the world.

“It’s a boy!” Kate exclaimed with joy. “You have a son, Estella.”

Estella fell back on the pillows and cried with weary elation, her tears mixing with the perspiration on her face. “A son!” She could hardly believe it.

Kate held the baby up, and he let out a healthy cry. It was the most beautiful sound Estella had ever heard. She laughed and cried at the same time. “Is he all right?” Through her tears she scanned his tiny body, making sure he had all his limbs, fingers, and ten tiny toes.

“He’s just perfect, and he has strong, healthy lungs,” Kate said. She placed him on Estella’s chest. “Help hold him, Flo, while I cut the cord.” Kate was worried that Estella was too weary. Her son was a good weight, and the birth had been exhausting.

Florence stood on wobbly legs and tentatively gripped the slippery baby while Kate did what she had to. The baby’s face was turned towards his mother, and his eyes were open. He had a mop of dark hair that was plastered in curls on his wet head, and his bottom lip wobbled. With their faces only inches apart, mother and son took stock of each other. Incredibly, the baby’s gaze wandered over Estella’s face. She had no idea what he was thinking, but she thought he was the most perfect baby she had ever seen.

Estella brushed away her tears and smiled at her son. “Hello,” she whispered, stroking his head. “You are so incredibly beautiful.” Her voice was full of wonder. She reached for his tiny hand, marvelling at the perfection of his fingers. “Isn’t he the most beautiful baby you’ve ever seen, Aunt Flo?”

Tears were streaming down Flo’s face, but she daren’t let go of the baby to brush them away. “He sure is,” she said in a choked voice. “Although, I can remember you as a newborn, and you were just as beautiful.” She’d visited Caroline only hours after giving birth to Estella and hadn’t been able to believe what a beautiful baby she was. Now, the next generation had come into the world, and what a troubled world it was.

Kylie came into the room with clean towels and a bowl of warm water. She gently took the baby to clean him up while Kate took care of Estella.

After the baby was washed, weighed, and wrapped up, Kylie handed him back to Estella, smiling. “Congratulations, missus. He’s a healthy seven pounds, three ounces.”

Estella took her baby in her arms and smiled down at him. The whole world was forgotten, including her troubles, as she and the baby gazed into each other’s eyes. She kissed him and stroked his cheek, telling him how much she loved him.

Kate opened the curtains, allowing the late afternoon sun into the room. She saw the townsfolk on the veranda of the hotel and knew they were anxiously waiting for news. She smiled and shook her head at Charlie. He was pacing up and down like the expectant great-uncle he was.

“It’s a boy,” she shouted through the open window.

Whoops of delight and cheers rang out.

James was wandering through the rooms in Estella’s house when he heard the cheers, and he stood still. He guessed the baby had been born, but he felt nothing. He didn’t know how he should be feeling because the situation had become surreal. He was a father, but he knew in his heart that he wasn’t worthy.

After talking to Murphy, he’d gone back to the hospital, shaken, and asked Kylie where he could wash his face and hands. With Estella’s permission, she’d pointed him in the direction of her home. He’d been startled to discover that the house wasn’t locked up and even more appalled to find it was such a plain little home that was simply furnished.

As he wandered around the freshly painted rooms, he recognised Estella’s simple touches, family photos, and pictures of animals. The house was such a contrast to Davinia’s home, or even the home he had shared with Estella in the Belgravia Estate in Mayfair. No priceless art adorned the walls, not even any worthless art. No expensive vases stood on antique side tables beside sumptuous settees. He stopped at the nursery door and saw the small crib and a pile of baby clothes. Even from the doorway, he could see that everything was handmade by amateurs. He tried to picture Estella sewing little nightgowns and the locals pitching in. He thought of the baby’s nursery in Davinia’s home and its expensive crib and fashionable baby clothes. It was crowded with every conceivable toy on the market. The two nurseries couldn’t have been more different, but then the same could be said for Estella and Davinia.

James kept thinking about what Murphy had said to him. It had shaken him to the core.

When Kate and Kylie left the room, Aunt Florence and Estella gazed at the baby for a few moments in silence.

“What are you going to call him?” Florence said, and then realised it had been an insensitive thing to say.

Estella’s eyes filled with tears. “Mine, I hope,” she cried.

“I’m so sorry, Estella,” Florence said, cursing her thoughtlessness. “I don’t know what I was thinking.”

“Oh, Aunt Flo, how can James expect me to hand my son over and never see him again? I can’t do it. I’d sooner run off into the desert and live with a tribe.”

Florence caught the anger and frustration in her voice. It was so unfair. “It doesn’t matter now, but I want you to know that it wasn’t me who told James about the baby, Estella. I can’t bear the thought of you thinking I betrayed you.”

Estella patted her aunt’s hand. “Do you know how he found out?”

Florence was hesitant. Caroline was still her best friend, but this matter was too important to not be wholly truthful. “Your mother told him. But before you get angry with her, I’m sure she meant no harm. She came to see me a few months ago, looking for you. She’d been to your old home, so I had to tell her where you were.”

“Then why haven’t I heard from her?”

“She’s been ringing and writing, but Charlie wouldn’t give you her letters or let her speak to you because she wanted you to go back to England, and he wanted you to stay here, at least until you had the baby. He wasn’t being selfish; he just didn’t want your mother to upset you.”

Estella smiled. “Uncle Charlie has become quite protective.”

“You mother didn’t understand what you were doing here, so I told her about the baby, and James and Davinia.”

“You did the right thing. Mother had a right to know, and it should have been me who told her.”

“I told her it was your wish that James didn’t learn about the baby. I made her swear she wouldn’t say anything.”

“I know what she’s like. She always thinks she knows best.”

“I really believe she meant well. She wanted James to face his responsibilities. The fact that you were penniless, alone, and pregnant worried her to death.”

“She couldn’t believe I’d make it on my own. I don’t blame her for that. I was doubtful myself.”

Florence nodded.

“James must have been shocked when she told him about the baby.”

Florence thought it was time Estella learnt the whole truth. “Yes, he was, but because of the irony of the situation. Apparently, at the time you left, Davinia was also pregnant.”

Estella gasped.

“James didn’t find out until she was hit by a car and lost the baby. I’m sure he was secretly relieved, but apparently Davinia had extensive internal injuries, and she can’t have any more children.”

Despite everything, Estella couldn’t help feeling sorry for her cousin, especially now that she knew the joy of holding her own child. “That’s tragic.”

Aunt Florence wasn’t surprised by Estella’s generosity. “I’ve suspected for some time that James isn’t as happy as he’d hoped he’d be. A few months ago I found out that he spends several hours a day in the Savoy Tearoom …by himself.”

Estella was intrigued. It sounded like he was avoiding Davinia. She also wondered why he wasn’t working with all the new clients he thought he’d get through her contacts.

“I believe Davinia is behind this quest to take your baby,” Florence said. “James can be self-centred, but he was never cruel.”

“I think you are right. James was in debt when I left England, so he couldn’t afford a trip out here, let alone chartering private planes and hiring private nurses.”

“Yoo-hoo! Can we come in?” Marjorie’s head popped around the door.

“Yes, come in,” Estella said softly. The baby was sleeping in her arms, and she didn’t want to wake him. Estella put on a brave smile as the women filed in with excited looks on their faces. “Please excuse the mess I’m in,” she said. “I haven’t had a bath yet.” She hadn’t wanted to spend one moment away from her baby.

“Oh, that’s all right, dear,” Marjorie said, bending over the bed. “Oh, look at him. He’s so perfect,” she gushed.

“An absolute picture,” Betty said, coming around the other side of the bed to peer at the sleeping infant.

“He looks just like you,” Connie said. “Don’t you think so?” She addressed all the ladies, who nodded in agreement. They would have liked to hold him, but they were all conscious of the fact that he might soon be taken away from Estella, so every moment she could hold him was precious.

Marjorie looked at Estella, and her eyes filled with tears. “Is …is your husband really going to take him?” She saw the pain creep into Estella’s eyes and wished she hadn’t dumped a bucket of cold water on her happiness.

“Where is James?” Estella asked, her voice quavering with emotion.

“I don’t know. The men will be over later. They’re in the pub, wetting the baby’s head, but as far as I know, Murphy was the last one to see that man.”

“Murphy!” Estella felt a moment of panic. She looked at her aunt. “I think James should see his son,” she said.

Marjorie was shocked. “He shouldn’t be anywhere near you or the baby.”

The women left shortly afterwards, and Estella got out of the bed to go clean herself up, leaving Florence to hold the baby. When she returned, she noticed how tired her aunt was.

“You’re exhausted, Aunt Flo. You should rest.”

“I am really tired,” Florence admitted. “I didn’t get any rest on the plane. Do you want me to ring your mother and tell her about the baby?”

“Not just yet. It would upset her to know that James intends to take the baby. Have a lie-down in one of the rooms at the pub.”

After her aunt had gone, Estella asked Kylie to fetch James.

When James appeared, Estella was nursing the baby. She was looking down at his sweet face and smiling in wonder as he suckled contentedly. James tried not to be affected by the scene they made. He tried to picture Davinia nursing a baby the same way, but found it almost impossible.

After a few moments, Estella looked up to find him in the doorway.

“I’ll come back,” James said, thinking she should be allowed privacy while feeding.

“No, James. Come in,” Estella said. She wanted him to see her bonding with the baby.

After a moment’s hesitation, he entered the room.

Estella noticed he didn’t look at the baby, which she thought was odd behaviour considering he wanted to take him home with him. She became further convinced it wasn’t his idea.

The tension between them mounted. “Did you find everything you needed in my home?” she asked.

“There wasn’t any running water,” James complained. “Hasn’t it been connected?”

“Everyone in town uses rainwater, from tanks. There’s one at the back of the house.”

James looked shocked. “My home is simple, James, but it feels like a real home.”

James didn’t say anything, but Estella could tell what he was thinking.

“All you see is dust and flies and a primitive way of life, don’t you?”

“I couldn’t live here.”

“When I first came here, I felt the same. This town and the lives the people lead out here are about as far removed from the life we had in London as you can get. For the first few weeks I was here, I missed England terribly. It was a very difficult time. I had to get the people to accept me and trust me with their animals. I had to get used to the climate and the fact that it rarely rains. The hardest thing of all was having no indoor plumbing. No plumbing at all, in fact.”

“There aren’t any clothing shops or a barber,” James said, incredulously. “There’s a general store that sells everything, but there isn’t any need to buy new clothes all the time, because there’s nowhere to go.” James shook his head in bewilderment. “Over time, I’ve come to accept and appreciate different things, James, like the most amazing sunsets you’ve ever seen and wild animals coming right up to my door. And you’ve never seen a night sky like the one you can see out here. There are millions of stars. And believe it or not, I love the peace and quiet.”

James was looking at Estella as if he’d never seen her before, and she realised how much she had changed.

“The people in this town have taken me …and the baby …into their hearts. The women have been making baby clothes; the men painted the house and fixed the roof, and I didn’t have to pay them. That’s what people are like out here. Everyone pitches in and helps each other. It’s amazing.”

“That’s charity, Estella. How could you live on charity?”

“It’s not charity, James, it’s kindness. The people in this town have become like extended family. I know it’s hard for you to understand because small towns are so different from big cities, but in a town this isolated, the people rely heavily upon one another.” James still looked confused. Estella knew it was difficult for him to understand. “Are you happy with Davinia, James?”

James noted the lack of bitterness in her tone. She was genuinely interested. He looked at her, and she could see he didn’t want to admit the truth. Either he was embarrassed, or ashamed. “She’s my cousin, so I know what she can be like, James. I’d like to say it’s not her fault, but I can’t. Davinia is often selfish …and she has always been greedy, but no amount of money will make her happy. And my baby won’t fill the void of losing her own baby. I’m sorry she can’t have more children, but my baby belongs with me. You have to see that, James. You must.”

James’s defences crumbled. He knew Estella was right, and he couldn’t picture himself wrenching the baby from her arms, no matter how hard he tried. He couldn’t take being a fiend or a fraud any longer. He sat down and buried his head in his hands. “You’re right, Estella. I’m shallow and weak, and I’ve made a real mess of things.”

Estella didn’t know what to say. She prayed he’d finally do the right thing.

James looked up. “You deserve the love of a man like Michael Murphy.” His tone changed. “I deserve …someone like Davinia.”

Estella was astounded that James had mentioned Murphy.

“Have you spoken to Murphy?”

“He spoke. I listened.”

Estella was almost afraid to ask. “What did he say?”

“He threatened to bundle me in his plane, take me over the desert, and crash the plane. He meant it, too.”

Estella gasped in horror. She couldn’t believe Murphy would do such a thing.

“He was willing to give up his own life, so that you could keep the baby. That’s the most selfless thing I’ve ever heard.”

Estella was stunned. The idea was completely insane, but she knew Murphy wouldn’t have said it unless he meant it, which was absolutely incredible. “When I compare that kind of devotion to what Davinia has got me doing …I’m speechless. I actually envy you.” He put his hand over her hand that was resting on the baby, and glanced at his son. “But you deserve it.” Tears streamed down Estella’s cheeks.

“I’m sorry I hurt you,” James said, “but I’ll go now. I hope, one day, you find it in your heart to forgive me.” He stood up.

“Wait, James. Don’t you want to hold your son, just once?”

James glanced at the baby fearfully. “A son,” he said shakily. Estella held the baby up to him, and James took him in trembling hands. “Hold him firmly but gently,” she said.

Murphy appeared in the doorway. He looked at James, with the baby in his arms, and his eyes widened in alarm. He glanced at Estella and saw the contentment in her eyes, the small smile on her lips. She looked in his direction, and her smile broadened. He sighed with relief.

James looked at his son, who was sleeping peacefully, and his eyes clouded with moisture.

That the tiny baby in his arms moved him to tears filled Estella’s heart with joy. Whatever his mistakes, the James she had once loved was in there somewhere.

“He’s so tiny,” James said. “And so like his mother.”

Estella glanced at the door again, but Murphy had gone. She thought of what James had said, and realised he was right. It was rare indeed to find a truly selfless love.

“Estella, will you do something for me?” James said, his voice cracking with emotion.

“If I can.”

“Will you …give our son …the father he deserves, the father I couldn’t be?”

Estella’s eyes filled with tears, and she nodded, biting her lip so she wouldn’t cry.

The celebrations at the pub were tempered with sadness, so when James appeared in the bar, the atmosphere turned hostile.

“I’m leaving,” James said from the doorway. He noticed Murphy wasn’t amongst the men, and neither was his pilot. Charlie put down his drink and came towards him, a murderous glint in his eye. “Please take care of Estella,” James said. “And the baby.”

Charlie stopped. “Yer leaving without the baby?” He wanted to be sure he understood correctly.

“It’s the right thing to do, and it’s about time I did the right thing by Estella. Where’s my pilot?”

Charlie’s expression changed to concern. “He’s …he went out back, to the outhouse.” Charlie turned to look at Marty, who also looked worried. “Will you fetch him, Marty?” Charlie said.

“Sure, I’ll be back …in a minute.” Marty scuttled off.

“He’ll meet you at the plane,” Charlie said to James.

James was suspicious about what they had done with Freddy Ellis, but he headed off towards the plane.

A couple of minutes later, Freddy appeared. He looked shaken.

“What happened to you?” James asked him.

“I went to the outhouse and apparently some wood fell against the door, and I couldn’t get out. One of the men told me that wombats dig around the outhouse, and they sometimes disturb the woodpile. I’ve been stuck in there for hours. Luckily someone came out to use the outhouse, or I might have been stuck in there much longer.”

“Yeah, luckily,” James said, one corner of his mouth quirking upwards. They boarded the plane and prepared for take-off. James looked out of the plane’s window at the dusty little town. His gaze was drawn to the hospital. Estella was standing in a window with the baby in her arms. She gave him a small wave. “Have a good life, Estella,” James whispered, waving back. “Take care of our son.”

The plane’s engine roared to life, sending up clouds of dust, and then began moving down the runway.

“Well, isn’t that wonderful?” Charlie said, listening to the plane engine fade into the distance. “Estella will be keeping her baby.” He couldn’t have been happier. He and Marty had pushed wood against the outhouse door just as a little insurance that James wouldn’t sneak off with the baby. “Saints preserve us. I must tell Flo,” Charlie said, hurrying to the room where Florence was lying down.

A few minutes later he was back. Florence had heard the plane take off and was sure James had gone with the baby. She was terribly upset and was getting up to go to Estella when Charlie knocked on the door. Once Charlie told her that James had left the baby with Estella, she fell into a deep, contented sleep.

“Let’s go see Estella and my grand-nephew,” Charlie said, draining his glass. They got as far as the veranda when Charlie saw Murphy entering the hospital. He paused, and turned. “On second thought, let’s have another drink first.”

“But I thought we were going to see the baby,” Wags said. Marty was just as confused.

“One more drink won’t hurt,” Charlie said. “Besides, we should get on the radio and let everyone know that Kangaroo Crossing’s population has increased by one. And I need to order some beer. We’ll be hosting the biggest party you’ve ever seen when everyone comes to town.”

“You can’t afford that,” Marty said aghast.

“Don’t be daft. The beer won’t be free.” Charlie rubbed his hands together thinking of the profit he was going to make. He had no doubt that he’d make up for all he’d lost in the last few months.

The men scratched their heads and followed him back into the bar.

“You’re still awake,” Murphy said.

Estella looked up to see him standing in the doorway of her room. “I’m too happy to sleep.”

“I’m glad things worked out for you,” Murphy said warmly. He noticed the baby was sleeping in a crib beside the bed.

“I think you played a big part in how things turned out.”

Murphy didn’t say anything, but his eyes glowed with affection. “Would you really have bundled James in your plane and crashed in the desert?” Estella had to ask because she never really knew when Murphy was bluffing. She expected the corner of his mouth to tug upwards, as it did when he was teasing her, but it didn’t.

“If that’s as far as I had to go for you to keep your baby, then, yes, I would have done it.” Murphy looked away, not wanting Estella to see how deeply she affected him.

“You’re an amazing man,” she said.

Murphy wanted to say what was in his heart, but he held back. Instead he looked into the crib and smiled at the baby. “I’ve just seen Mai and Binnie,” he said. He’d been walking by the Diamantina River, thinking, when Mai and Binnie had appeared.

Estella smiled. She was thrilled they were back in town. She’d missed them so much.

“I asked Mai about the fire,” Murphy said.

“What did she say?”

“She admitted to being drunk and forgetting to extinguish her campfire when she left. She remembered seeing a whirlwind snaking through the area.”

“So embers from her fire must have blown into the stable.”

Murphy nodded. “Mai knew it was wrong not to have smothered the fire. She knows alcohol makes her do crazy things. She said she was very sorry, and that she was never going to drink again. I told her that we knew she was getting the alcohol from Phyllis and that she’d gone away. To be honest, I think she was relieved.”

“Hopefully nothing like that will ever happen again.”

“Mai and Binnie had a pup with them. Mai said it was from that bitch you looked after for a while.”

“Really?” Estella estimated the pup would be about two months old. “What’s that noise?” She had never heard anything like it. It sounded like someone was throwing stones on the roof.

Murphy’s smile broadened. “You wouldn’t have heard that before out here, but it’s rain.”

“Rain!” Estella glanced towards the window, but it was just getting dark.

“When it’s heavy, it sounds deafening on an iron roof.”

“Has the drought broken?” Estella was thinking of the farmers and their cattle and sheep and the rainwater tanks that needed filling.

“Hopefully.”

“It’s hard to believe now, but when I arrived here, I thought it was so hot.” She laughed.

“You arrived in our winter,” Murphy said, incredulously.

“I know, but by English standards, temperatures in the seventies are quite hot. I couldn’t believe that it just got hotter and hotter.”

“The nights in winter are quite cold,” Murphy said.

“Cold is when you can’t feel your fingers and toes, and your breath freezes in mid-air,” Estella said smiling. “I was beginning to think I’d never see rain again. I’d love to go out and stand in it.”

Murphy smiled. He’d felt the same after his first drought. He looked at the baby again and smiled. “Mai was very happy when I told her that you’d had the baby, and Binnie was so excited she almost wet herself.”

Estella smiled and then sighed. It had been a long, eventful day. Murphy thought she looked tired. “I’ll go,” he said. He didn’t want to. He wanted to stay with Estella and the baby forever. “You probably want to go to sleep.”

“Actually, I’m glad you are here.” Estella reached for his hand, taking him by surprise.

Still holding his hand, she said, “I wanted to ask your opinion about something.”

“What’s that?” he said.

“What do you think about me calling my son William Ross Murphy?”

Murphy looked stunned. He opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out.

“I know this isn’t normally the way things are done, but out here it’s all right to be a little unconventional, isn’t it?”

“How …unconventional were you thinking of getting?”

Estella smiled. “I was going to go all the way, and ask you to marry me, Michael Murphy, and be William’s daddy?”

Murphy took a deep breath that filled his chest. “James suggested I find a father for William, and only one man came to mind, and he happens to be a man I love very much. I know I’ve been afraid of getting hurt, but if you were willing to give your life for me, the very least I can do is give you my heart. So …will you marry me, Murphy?”

“You betcha,” he said, taking Estella in his arms and kissing her passionately.

A few moments later, the sound of someone clearing his throat separated them. Dan was standing in the doorway, smiling.

“I’m sorry to disturb you,” he said, noting Murphy had never looked happier. “I was just filling out the baby’s birth certificate, so I needed a name?”

Estella looked at Murphy, and he smiled. “William Ross … Murphy,” she said.

Dan looked momentarily stunned. A lump formed in his throat, but he managed to smile. “Perfect,” he said. “Just perfect.”

The End
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In her novels, Elizabeth Haran details breathtaking outback landscapes, and heroines who overcome adversity to find themselves. Like many of her characters, Haran has travelled the world and found her home “down under” in Australia. She talks about her own destiny and what it’s like to be a writer.

In the past you’ve worked as a model, owned a gardening shop and worked with disabled children. How did you transition from these jobs into becoming an author?

I believe I was destined to be an author, but I did take the roundabout road. My brother is also an author. Our first books were published the same year. We have an Irish background and upon visiting my father’s birthplace, Sligo, I discovered the city is full of artists and writers.

Suddenly things made sense. As far back as I can remember, I used to daydream about characters and run dialogue through my head. I still do it.

I began reading historical fiction while I was pregnant with my second son in my late twenties, and that sparked my imagination. After he was born, I’d sit at an old manual typewriter and write while he was napping. Over the next ten years I wrote three books while searching for a publisher. While I enjoyed working with children with learning difficulties, it was something I did to help support the family. But I was also determined to succeed as a writer — and thankfully I did. I love using my imagination. It’s boundless.

Your novels are often historical — how do you manage to stay true to the time period in which the drama is set?

I research the period and the geographical setting, and then I imagine I’m living in that time frame. Life was so much harder without technology and modern appliances, so I wouldn’t like to have been born in the 1800’s. But it’s fun to write about. The women had to possess an unimaginable inner strength and courage to survive in some of the settings I write about, and that makes for wonderful female characters.

You’ve written a prolific seventeen books. If you had to pick the top three favorites of your own novels, which would they be?

Beyond the Red Horizon (to be published Spring 2018)

River of Fortune

Stars in the Southern Sky

Which one of your characters would you like to date?

I’d like to date Doctor Lyle Macallister from “Beyond the Red Horizon.” He’s honorable, loyal, and although there seems no hope he can be with the woman he truly loves, his heart stays true to her. And who wouldn’t want to date a handsome doctor?

When you look out your office window, presumably working on another epic novel, what do you see?

I have a very big office window overlooking a garden bed that surrounds my pool. A waterfall tumbles over rocks into the pool, and the garden bed contains an abundance of greenery, including ferns, palms, and a giant bird of paradise. An ornate red bird feeder hangs from a tree, attracting wild birds all day, and below it there is a bird bath. It’s very peaceful, the perfect serene setting for writing.

What are you reading now?

I’m reading “Fires of Fortune” by Patricia Shaw and “Palace of Tears” by Julian Leatherdale. Both books are set in Australia.

Do you read all the emails that fans send you? What is the most unexpected or surprising note you have ever received?

I do read all the comments and emails I receive, and I answer them all. The most unexpected comment was from a German girl who’d just read “Under a Flaming Sky.” She told me she’d ridden a bicycle up the Oodnadatta Track. This is in the middle of Australia, hundreds of miles of hot dusty road. I couldn’t believe her courage, or her stamina! Absolutely incredible!

What do you want readers to get from your books?

I often receive comments from readers who thank me for transporting them from wintry Europe to far off Australia, somewhere they’ve never been or long to visit. For a period of time they’re immersed in a warm setting with intriguing characters. If they learn something about Australia’s early history, laugh and cry, and are completely satisfied with a happy ending, then I’ve done my job.
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What did you think?
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We’d love your opinion! What was your favorite part?

If you liked the story, please support the author by leaving a rating where you purchased this ebook.

Happy reading!
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