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I would like to dedicate this book to my mother Lucy May who died while I wrote this novel.

Mom, you always supported me and you were proud of me. I am missing you more and more every day.


CHAPTER ONE
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Central Australia, October 1933

Like a mythical serpent from aboriginal dreamtime, The Ghan train slithered north through heat that shimmered over Australia’s arid heart. On the far horizon, which seemed to merge with the endless blue sky, the early afternoon shadows were beginning to creep over an almost featureless landscape, the monotony broken only by the occasional willie-willie that weaved and danced across the desert.

The train consisted of the locomotive engine, one car of seats for day/night passengers, a restaurant car, lounge car, two cars for first class passengers with sleepers, and at the back, two cars carrying freight and mail. It was journeying to Alice Springs at a pace barely fast enough to afford a breeze through the open windows. The train driver was proceeding cautiously as the tracks had been known to buckle in temperatures over one hundred and ten degrees Fahrenheit, derailing the train. This day’s blistering heat had reached nearly one hundred and fifteen degrees in the shade.

“Why are we slowing further down, mummy?” Arabella Fitzherbert pursed her pretty mouth petulantly. She was nineteen years old, but looked younger, especially in her nightgown as she sat on her bed in their first class compartment with her honey coloured hair falling over her shoulders. She hadn’t been able to wait until night fall to take off her dress, clinging petticoats, stockings and under garments in the privacy of their compartment and put on her loose nightdress.

Clarice strained to see what was up ahead.

“We appear to be coming into a small settlement, but from what I can see, it looks quite unsightly.”

A few moments later the train came to a jerky standstill at a platform made up of a pile of rail sleepers with a corrugated iron canopy. A sign, nailed to an upright post at a sad angle, read: “Marree; Population: 84 people and one billion flies”. Clarice grimaced when she read it, but she was thinking the folk that lived in the outback had a strange sense of humour.

There had been almost nothing to see for miles, but even so, the town aroused absolutely no excitement amongst the passengers on the train as a plume of steam cleared, giving them an uninterrupted view of the town. On the main street, little more than a dusty track, there was a two storey sandstone building with a balcony going around three sides known as The Great Northern Hotel, a post office alongside, a police station a bit further along, and three corrugated iron shops. In the distance, through the gusts of red dust, they could see a few fibro houses haphazardly placed amid a few scrawny trees. Clarice observed someone in uniform alight and exchange bags of mail with a man on the platform, but her attention was soon taken by aboriginals and dark skinned men in turbans who approached the train.

“Oh, my Lord,” Clarice said, recoiling from the window. “Will you look at those fearful beggars? We’re not getting off here. I don’t care what your father says.” She remembered her daughter’s state of undress as the curious onlookers outside strained to see in the windows.

“Cover up, Bella,” she said, clasping the sheet and lifting it to hide her daughter’s bare shoulders and arms. “Goodness only knows what’s in their minds.”

As a turbaned man came closer, she pulled the curtain across and glanced at the cabin door fearfully, wondering whether she should lock it. With the curtain closed, the air in the compartment immediately became stifling.

“It’s so hot on this train,” Arabella complained.

“Tomorrow we’ll be arriving at our hotel in Alice Springs,” Clarice said. She imagined herself in a shady lounge with an overhead fan, sipping something long and cool, with lots of ice in it.

Arabella opened a Chinese paper fan bought on their travels and began fanning herself.

“This heat is making me feel faint, mummy,” she whined. “And I have a headache.”

“You’ll be all right when we get moving again and a breeze comes through the window.” Clarice swatted at the flies coming under the curtain. “Some nice people have the private compartment next door. Your father and I are going to play gin-rummy with them after dinner. Perhaps you’d like to join us, Bella?”

Arabella flopped back on her pillows.

“No, mummy and I don’t want any dinner either,” she said. “I have a tummy ache.”

It was one of many complaints Clarice had often heard from her daughter, so she wasn’t alarmed. Arabella had always been something of a hypochondriac and a poor eater, and Clarice was certain her lack of any womanly shape was the result.

“It’s the heat, Bella. At least you aren’t coughing. Your father is praying the dry climate will clear up your chest, and it seems to be helping. You know that is the reason we came out to Australia, so please make an attempt to put on a brave face for your father. He was following the doctor’s advice in bringing us out here. Doctor Portman was certain it was London’s damp air and smog that was giving you Bronchitis all the time.”

Edward Fitzherbert was a very successful producer of theatre plays. In England he was quite a famous person. But for the sake of his daughter he had decided to leave London for about a year. Though the Depression has gripped the world, the Fitzherberts need not to worry about a year with no income. Clarice descended from a gentry family owning vast properties. They’d been staying in the city of Adelaide since they had arrived in Australia a month ago, and planned to spend at least three months in the country traveling. In Adelaide the weather had been pleasantly warm and the air clear. Clarice had wanted to remain there as she’d been enjoying the shops, but it was her husband’s exploratory spirit that had them heading into the arid heart of the country. Edward had always needed very little excuse to go on an adventure.

Arabella grimaced. Her blue eyes looked vivid in a face that was the same colour as the sheet.

“Perspiring all the time is so uncomfortable, mummy,” she continued to complain.

“I know, darling,” Clarice sighed and patted her daughter’s hand.

“I think I’m getting a rash,” Arabella whined.

“Where?” Clarice asked.

Arabella showed her mother a tiny red patch on her thigh.

“That’s nothing, Arabella.”

“Yes it is. This heat is ruining my skin.”

Clarice wanted to roll her eyes. She loved her only daughter more than life itself, but Arabella never failed to find fault, whereas Clarice was an adaptable person. With a husband like Edward, who’d taken her trekking through Africa before Arabella was born, it had been just as well. Health wise, she was a robust woman with a full figure. But with this being the first long trip she’d taken since becoming a mother, she had to admit, being a little older, she no longer enjoyed not having the comforts of home and she missed socializing with her friends.

Clarice also knew she was partly to blame for the way Arabella was. When she’d showed any signs of sickness as a child, Clarice had mollycoddled her, setting a precedent for her life. And when she became ill with Bronchitis years ago, Clarice’s worries had made her far too lenient towards her child. She was hoping this trip would make Arabella grow up a little and better prepare her to stand on her own two feet, but so far the signs weren’t encouraging.

“You’ll acclimatize, Arabella,” she said. The staff on the train had told Clarice that there wasn’t much in the desert town of Alice Springs in the way of shops and no theatres, so she hoped Edward wouldn’t want to be staying too long, but she didn’t say so. She didn’t want to colour Arabella’s opinions.

The train began moving again, and Clarice opened the curtains quickly, allowing some air into their compartment. It wasn’t cool air, but any air was better than none.

“I’m going to the lounge car,” she said.

“Can’t you stay here and look after me, mummy?” Arabella moaned.

“You’ll be all right, dear. If you feel a bit better later, join us in the lounge car. The Harris’ are from Kent and they’re awfully nice.”

“I don’t want to meet them. Besides, it’s too hot to get dressed,” Arabella replied sullenly.

“As you wish,” Clarice said patiently. “I’ll fetch you some sandwiches.”

As the train left the town slowly Clarice caught a glimpse of a large pen on the other side of the tracks with lots of camels in it. Some were very big, but there were also a few young, and nearby about twenty Date Palm trees and strange looking buildings set in a small village. In the midst there was a mosque. She realized it must be the place of worship for the men in turbans, and was thankful her husband hadn’t suggested a tour of the town.

“Don’t bother, mummy,” Arabella sulked. “I’ve still got half the sandwich I had for lunch. The bread was dry, and the filling, whatever it was, was horrible. I doubt anything they are serving in the dining car is better, so I’d sooner go without.”

“It was only egg and mayonnaise, Bella darling. I ate mine and enjoyed it. They serve it wrapped to keep it from drying out, but in this heat, you have to eat it quickly.” Clarice wanted to berate her daughter for eating so little, but she knew it would only put her in a dour mood and she wanted to enjoy this trip as much as she could.

“If you won’t stay with me I’ll try and have a sleep,” Arabella moaned. She hoped the journey might pass more quickly if she slept.

“Very well. If it’s late when we retire, I won’t put a lamp on and disturb you. The conductor told me we should reach Alice Springs early tomorrow morning.” Clarice kissed her daughter’s pale cheek and then left their compartment. She tried to quell the guilt she felt for leaving her alone for awhile. She loved playing gin-rummy, so she was looking forward to it and she needed a break from Arabella’s constant whining.

After her mother had gone, Arabella glanced through the windows at the sky, searching the vast blueness for any sign of a cloud that would break the monotony. Soon the heat and the clackity-clack of the train were lulling her to sleep.

The jerking motion of the train coming to a standstill awoke Arabella. She sat up and looked outside, but could see nothing but desert glowing in the heat. She pulled the curtain back on the door to see across the corridor and out the other side of the train, but they were surrounded by salt bush and desert. Her faint hope that the train had stopped because they had reached their destination vanished.

She waited and waited, thinking her mother or father might come to tell her what was going on, but they didn’t. Eventually, she stuck her head out of the window and looked towards the front of the train. Someone up ahead in the day/night car was doing the same. Then another head popped out between them from the lounge car. 

“What’s going on?” the woman called.

The head sticking through the day/night car up ahead turned. Arabella could see it belonged to a middle aged man.

“There’s a dead animal on the track,” he called. “It’s being removed.”

What they didn’t know was that there was a sand drift over the tracks near the dead kangaroo. The crew had already pulled the kangaroo off the tracks. It was a large male that looked like it had been fighting with another male and been mortally wounded, but it would take longer to shovel the sand drift away.

As time passed, Arabella became restless. The shadows of late afternoon were falling as the sun slipped towards the western horizon. She was grateful because it was becoming a little cooler. As she gazed out of the window, she caught sight of a flower she’d never seen before. It was a vibrant red in colour with a black-pea like centre. She loved flowers and knew many varieties, but she’d never seen anything as unusual before. It was like a treasure amongst the monotonous salt bush and only a few feet from the train.

It crossed Arabella’s mind that she could just step from the train and pick it. She’d liked the idea of drying it and taking it home, but dare she? No, she thought. She couldn’t chance it. The train might move off at any moment.

Fifteen long minutes later, the train was still at a stand still, and Arabella was becoming more impatient as each second passed. She kept glancing at the flower, thinking she’d missed an easy opportunity to pick it. In the fading light it was getting harder to see, but the more she looked at it, the more she admired its beauty and wanted it. Finally she stood up and peered out into the deserted corridor. She went to the door leading off the train and opened it. The flower was no more than ten feet away.

“It will only take me five seconds to pick it and get back on the train,” she said to herself. Even if the train began to move, I’d be able to get back on. She had slippers on her feet, so she didn’t fear the stones littering the red desert sand, or the small thorny plants that grew in clumps. Holding the hand rail, she stepped down onto the wooden step. As she went to take another step, her toe caught in the hem of her long nightgown and she slipped. Her weight wrenched her arm, twisting it painfully, so she let go of the rail and landed awkwardly in the sand with her hand on a thorny plant.

“Ouch,” she cried as pain seared through her ankle and the palm of her hand. She picked thorns out of her hand and rubbed her ankle as tears pricked her eyes. “Oh fiddlesticks,” she muttered angrily. Suddenly she heard a gush of steam from the locomotive and the train jerked forward.

“Oh, no!” Arabella cried. She tried to get up, but winced when she put her hand on the ground to support her weight and pain shot through her palm and ankle.

“Wait!” she called as the train began moving away. She tried again to stand up and hobble to the train, but the step she had slipped from had moved away, so there was nothing to hold onto. The train picked up speed and she watched helplessly as the carriages that passed her were carrying goods and no people. There was no one to see her, no-one to call to. Worse! No-one knew she’d been left behind.

“Mummy! Daddy!” she cried. “Wait!” she screamed louder. For a few moments she stood watching in sheer disbelief as the train snaked off into the distance. As the realization and horror that she’d been left behind hit her, she began to cry.

“Mummy and daddy will know I’m not on the train,” Arabella thought, trying to quash the panic rising in her. They’ll come back for me. She thought about her parents playing gin-rummy. She was well aware of how they lost track of time when they were playing cards. In fact, it wasn’t uncommon for them to play half the night. She remembered her mother saying she wasn’t going to light a lamp when they came to bed because they didn’t want to wake her. “Oh, no,” she thought, imagining them getting into bed and not realizing she wasn’t in her bed until the next morning. She couldn’t comprehend the full reality that she was all alone in the desert and no-one knew, so she screamed as loud as she possibly could in frustration. Her voice sounded hollow and seemed to evaporate in the boundless isolation that was closing around her.

When the train had completely disappeared from view Arabella sat down, put her head on her knees and sobbed. It was only something crawling up her leg that made her leap up and stamp one foot, which caused another shot of pain in her ankle bringing fresh tears to her eyes. She screamed as she lifted her nightgown to find a large insect on her inner thigh. She knocked it off and shuddered in revulsion before hobbling onto the train tracks, limping in the direction the train had taken. All sorts of thoughts were going through her mind.

“I can walk along the tracks to Alice Springs,” she thought. “I can do it.” With the tracks to follow she couldn’t get lost. But then she remembered her mother had said the train wouldn’t arrive in Alice Springs till morning, and her ankle was painful and swelling. She couldn’t make it on her own. It was too far. They had to come back for her. They had to. And most suitably tonight.

Arabella was soon aware that when the sun faded in the desert, the temperature dropped dramatically. She began shivering and mumbling to herself in fear as darkness she’d never known before descended upon her. Trying to walk on the train tracks hurt her ankle even more and she couldn’t see the sleepers so she kept stubbing her toes. The only thing to do was move off the tracks, and walk beside them in the sand, but she still kept stumbling in the dark.

In her flimsy nightgown Arabella was freezing cold, and she couldn’t see more than a few feet in front of her, so she had no idea if there was any shelter nearby. It wasn’t until the stars came out and the moon rose in the sky, giving a little illumination, that she could see a bit further, but there didn’t appear to be any trees or rocks nearby. Now and again she thought she saw something scuttle in front of her, huge insects and small rodent type creatures, which made her scream in terror.

When her teeth began chattering and she could no longer feel her feet, she began to despair that the train wasn’t coming back this night. It felt like hours had passed, but she was sure it hadn’t been that long since she’d been left behind. She kept reassuring herself that her parents would soon know or “feel” she was missing and that they’d insist the train return for her. She had to believe it or she’d go mad. She intended to tell them off for neglecting her. If they had stayed in their compartment with her, then this wouldn’t have happened.

The minutes dragged to hours and Arabella’s hopes faded. The wearier she became, the more depressed she felt. The colder she got, the more she felt she couldn’t go on. Time and again she tripped and fell to her knees, until they were cut and bloodied. Somehow, when she could hardly keep her eyes open anymore and the only thing she could concentrate on was the pain in her ankle, she’d wandered away from the train line. At one point, she fell in the sand, and no longer had the strength to get up. She curled up and cried in misery. She wanted desperately to sleep, but she kept willing herself to stay awake so that she’d hear the train return.

Eventually Arabella was overwhelmed by weariness and dozed off.

The hours ticked by and dawn began creeping over the landscape. Arabella was fast asleep in the sand when a tickling feeling on her leg caused her to wake up. She opened her eyes and screamed in horror as the biggest spider she’d ever seen crawled up her leg. The sight of it almost caused her to faint. She shook her leg hysterically and the spider quickly scuttled under cover of a bush. To her utter despair, the train tracks were nowhere in sight and nothing looked familiar. The desert was made up of unspectacular salt bush and flat red patches of sand where thorny succulents struggled to grow. There were no distinguishing land marks; no rocky outcrops, hills, or groups of trees.

Arabella got up slowly and turned in a full circle, spotting a lone tree off in the distance. It was the only tree for miles, so she made for it. She was thirsty and hungry, and the tree gave her hope of finding that it might bear fruit, and there could be water nearby. She knew it was a long shot, but something was keeping the tree alive where only the hardiest vegetation survived. Her ankle still hurt, but the swelling had receded during the night and the pain had subsided a little. 

Arabella’s limbs felt frozen and stiff. As she trudged towards the tree, shivering so hard her teeth were rattling, she was vaguely aware that the rising sun was giving off a little warmth. She’d never been so cold in her life, not even in the heart of an English winter, but then she’d never been outside in nothing but a nightdress. The desert night had been surprisingly damp and she’d begun to cough again, as her mouth was as parched as the landscape around her. In desperation she licked the dew off leaves she picked from bushes she passed.

A strange noise alerted her, and Arabella turned to find five emus coming up behind her. They were making a drumming noise which she assumed was threatening behaviour. Their beaks looked sharp and their long legs, powerful. She glanced at their toes and long claw-like nails, sure they could do some damage with them. As they regarded her with dark inquisitive eyes, she screamed and quickened her quest for the tree. Without looking back she hobbled, fell, and hobbled again, waving her arms and screaming hysterically. She was unaware her screams had already sent the emus off in another direction. 

When Arabella reached the tree, she ducked behind its trunk and peered around it to see if the emus were pursuing her. To her surprise, they were off in the far distance, strolling along without a care in the world. For a second she felt foolish for fearing them. Obviously they hadn’t meant her harm, and just for a moment she wished they hadn’t left her all alone. As hunger pains struck her again, she looked up at the tree branches, hoping to find fruit or berries, anything edible, but all she could see was an abandoned bird nest. There was also no water nearby. In utter despair, she sank down by its trunk and cried again.

“Mummy, come back for me,” she sobbed. “Don’t leave me here to die.”

Still sobbing and exhausted, she fell asleep again.

Early on the same morning, the Ghan train had come to a sudden, almost violent standstill that shook the passengers from sleep at around six o’clock. Edward Fitzherbert looked out of their compartment window to see they were not in the town of Alice Springs. Thinking another animal must be on the tracks, he waited a few minutes before getting up to see what had happened. Clarice was not quite awake, so he decided to check on Arabella. He peered around the screen separating their bed from hers, and was startled to notice she was not in her bed. As she hadn’t left their compartment since they had boarded the train, he was at first confused, but then thought she must be in their private bathroom.

Edward put his robe on and then took a minute or two to locate his slippers. Before he reached their cabin door, there was a sharp rap on it. He opened the door to find a porter there.

“Please get dressed, sir, and collect your most necessary belongings. Everyone must get off the train.”

“Why?” Edward asked. “What has happened?”

“The train cannot go any further. The tracks are unstable because termites have eaten the sleepers. We are not sure at this stage how much of the line is affected, so we must walk to town from here. The rest of the luggage will be collected later.”

“Walk? How far?”

“About five miles, sir. Excuse me, I must move along.” The conductor hurried back down the corridor checking that the other passengers he’d alerted were collecting their belongings.

“What’s going on, dear?” Clarice mumbled sleepily as Edward shut the door.

“The train cannot go any further because termites have eaten the sleepers. Apparently, we must get dressed and then walk to town.” As he spoke, he knocked on the bathroom door, but there was no answer.

“You had better wake Arabella,” Clarice said drowsily.

“She’s not in her bed,” Edward replied. “You don’t suppose she’s gone to find out why the train has stopped?” He hadn’t seen her in the corridor, so he was puzzled.

Clarice looked baffled, and Edward knew what she was thinking. It was out of character for Arabella not to wake them if she thought something was wrong. It was certainly not like her to just leave without a word.

“Have you checked the bathroom?”

“I just knocked on the door,” Edward said. “But there was no answer.”

“Arabella,” Clarice called. Still there was no answer. “Open the door, dear,” she said to her husband.

Edward did as she requested.

“She’s not in there!” He shook his head in astonishment.

Clarice swung her legs out of bed. She could never think clearly in the morning until she’d had her first cup of tea.

“I’ll get dressed and begin packing our things, dear,” she said. “After you’ve dressed, see if you can find Arabella.” Maybe her daughter has already started to grow up this morning and was checking the situation for herself.

When Edward returned to their compartment a while later, he was alone.

“Did you find her?” Clarice asked as soon as he entered.

“I don’t know. No-one I’ve asked has seen her.” Most of the passengers he’d spoken to had been disgruntled about having to walk such a distance into town, so they’d barely taken notice of what he’d asked them.

Clarice looked alarmed.

“She must be somewhere. Did you ask the Harris’ next door?”

“Yes, but they haven’t seen her either. People are getting off the train, so maybe we’ll find her with someone,” he said. He was trying not to panic because he knew his daughter had to be somewhere. She couldn’t have just disappeared into thin air.

Edward and Clarice hurriedly collected the most necessary things, and Arabella’s, and went down the corridor, where stewards were helping people off the train. Some of the passengers had already started walking along the train line towards town. After Clarice had been helped down, Edward stood on the train steps and took advantage of the height to look over the passengers, searching for Arabella.

“We can’t find our daughter,” he addressed the conductor who was at the bottom of the steps.

The conductor tried to remember seeing their daughter, but he could only vaguely recall a young adolescent girl who wasn’t very cheerful.

“How old is she, sir?” he asked, hoping that might give him a clue as to her whereabouts. He remembered the Fitzherberts in the lounge car the previous evening, but their daughter hadn’t been with them.

“She’s almost twenty,” Edward said. “But she wouldn’t have gone anywhere without her mother or me.”

“She’ll be here somewhere,” the conductor said. He was relieved to hear Arabella was almost twenty because that meant she was old enough to take care of herself. He imagined she might have left their compartment to talk to one of the young men on the train. “Now please climb down, sir, because other people want to get down.”

Edward climbed down. As he did, he could hear Clarice calling Arabella as she walked amongst the passengers.

“I can’t find Arabella,” Clarice said in a panic when her husband caught up with her.

“Don’t worry, dear. We’ll find her,” Edward said.

Once most of the people were off the train, the stewards tried to get them moving. They knew it would get hot very quickly, and they didn’t need any of the women fainting.

“Please move along,” the conductor they had asked about Arabella said to Edward and Clarice when they stayed behind after the other passengers began the walk.

“We’re not going anywhere without our daughter,” Edward snapped.

“Haven’t you seen her yet?” the conductor asked.

“No, she must still be on the train,” Clarice said. She knew if Arabella was among those on the ground, they would have seen her by now.

“We’ll wait here until she’s found,” Edward said to his wife, making sure the conductor overheard him.

Half an hour later, the last passengers alighted, an elderly couple who needed help, and still the Fitzherberts hadn’t seen their daughter. Clarice was verging on hysteria and Edward was becoming angry with the train staff for their lack of concern.

“I’m going to search every compartment for my daughter,” he said the conductor.

“We’ll do that, sir,” the conductor said. “Rest assured, if she’s aboard, we’ll find her.” In the back of his mind he was thinking the Fitzherberts may have had a disagreement with their daughter, possibly a young woman with an independent mind, and she’d gone off with someone on the train without telling them. He did have a niggling doubt though, because there had been only forty one passengers on the train, and none of those that had gone on to Alice Springs had fitted the description of Arabella.

“Of course she’s aboard,” Edward bristled. “Where else could she be?” He didn’t like the look the conductor gave him, but he didn’t say anything.

Twenty agonizing minutes later, the conductor and two stewards reported that they’d searched every compartment on the train, even the cargo cars, and found no-one.

“Then where is our daughter?” Edward demanded to know.

While they’d been searching, he’d asked the last of the passengers heading for Alice Springs on foot whether they’d seen Arabella, but no-one had.

“We have no idea, sir,” the conductor answered.

“What do you mean, you have no idea? Are you in the habit of losing passengers on a journey?”

“Of course not, sir. We’ve never lost a passenger.”

Clarice looked at her husband. “You don’t suppose … you don’t think … Arabella could have …” She put her hand over her mouth, unable to finish her thoughts.

“What dear?” Edward asked, wide eyed with concern.

Clarice looked at the conductor.

“Is it … possible our daughter could have fallen off the train?” she asked in a voice rising near hysteria.

Edward gasped and turned his attention to the conductor who looked very nervous.

“Yours was the last carriage, so if she’d opened the back door, it … is possible,” he said, going red in the face. He’d been thinking that was a strong possibility, but he hadn’t been brave enough to suggest it. Something like this had never happened before. It was too shocking to contemplate, but what else was there to think?

“Oh, my God,” Clarice cried. She went as white as a sheet and then almost collapsed. Edward caught her in his arms, and lowered her down onto one of their suitcases. At the same time, he glanced back down the hundreds of miles of train line that snaked into the desert, and tried to imagine poor Arabella lying somewhere beside it, injured.

“I must go back and find my daughter,” he said.

The conductor paled.

“I can’t let you do that, sir,” he said.

“Try and stop me,” Edward said angrily.

“Sir, we must go to Alice Springs and organize a proper search,” the conductor said. “It would do your daughter no good if you were to perish, too.”

Clarice clung to Edward’s shirt sleeve.

“We must have traveled hundreds of miles during the night,” she said. “You can’t walk that distance, Edward.”

The magnitude of what Clarice said hit Edward like a flying brick. How were they going to find Arabella along hundreds of miles of railway track? He felt himself go light headed before he broke out in a sweat.

The conductor took charge. He ordered two stewards to carry the Fitzherberts’ luggage to town.

“Where were you going to stay in Alice Springs, sir?” he asked Edward.

“At the Central Hotel in Todd Street,” Edward said, slowly going numb.

“We’ll get your luggage there, sir. You just take care of your wife. She needs you now. As soon as we arrive in Alice Springs, I will report your daughter missing at the police station and I’m sure a search will be mounted straight away. It’s the best chance your daughter has, sir.”

Edward knew he was speaking the truth, but he still felt he should be looking for Arabella.

When Arabella opened her eyes, she screamed in terror. Ants were crawling all over her feet and legs. She jumped up and stamped her feet, flicking wildly at her legs and screaming. She could feel their painful bites as she furiously tried to brush them off her. Never would she lie down again in this disgusting desert, she swore to herself. She picked up handfuls of sand and rubbed it over her legs to get the last of the ants off her, and then hobbled away from the tree, out into the glaring sun. When she looked at her legs she was shocked by what she saw. Her white skin was covered in angry, red lumps that were painful and itchy. Arabella cried in despair.

“I want to go home,” she sobbed. She longed for the comfort of her own bed and the safety of the family home in London. “How could this have happened?” she asked herself. “How did I end up here, alone? I can’t … die out here.” She imagined someone finding her bones years from now, or never, and her parents never knowing what had become of her. It was a shocking thought.

Arabella was acutely aware of the silence around her. She wondered if the train had gone past when she’d been asleep and she hadn’t heard it. She wondered how far from the track she was. The sun was now beating down on her as she searched for the train line in one direction, and then another. She felt the skin on her arms burning but she couldn’t sit under the tree because that’s where the ant nest was. She was dizzy and so thirsty. She thought of the dry half sandwich on the train that she had discarded. She’d give anything to have it now, and a large glass of water. She’d give her soul to the Devil just to quench her thirst.

In the early afternoon, Arabella collapsed. The shimmering heat had been playing tricks on her mind for some time. She kept imagining she was seeing the train coming and she’d get excited. She’d lost all sense of direction and had been going in circles. The ant bites on her legs were painful and itchy and her head ached. 

Lying on the scorching ground, Arabella was sure she was going to die, but she had no more tears to cry. She closed her eyes as salty perspiration stung them. Her lips were swollen, cracked, and sun-burned. Her tongue felt like a piece of leather in her mouth. As she lay there listening to the intolerable silence, broken only by the buzzing of bush flies, she heard the cracking sound of a breaking twig. She imagined the wild dogs they’d seen from the train had come to devour her body.

“I’m not dead yet,” she mumbled deliriously. She opened one eye and squinted up into the sunlight. A dark, shadowy being, appeared over her. She gasped and put her hand up to her eyes to shade them from the glaring sunlight and squinted.

A black face was peering at her. It had a very broad, flat nose, which gave it a fierceness she’d never seen before, and dark, mesmerizing eyes. The hair framing the face was frizzy, and there were ochre painted marks across the broad expanse of forehead and cheek bones. While Arabella stared in terrified disbelief at the face, she heard voices but she didn’t understand what was being said. For a moment she thought she must be seeing and hearing things. She must have sun stroke!

Suddenly Arabella was prodded with what she thought was a stick in her ribs. A command was shouted at her by the owner of the stick. He looked angry. She jumped with fright and struggled to sit up. She found she was surrounded by fierce looking natives. They were nothing like the ones in Marree, who in comparison looked friendly. Arabella simply started screaming again. The natives, eight in all, jumped back a step and exchanged opinions in a rapid foreign language.

Arabella was not to know they were suggesting she was demented. She struggled to her feet. As terrified as she was, she was convinced what she did next could mean the difference between life and death, so she tried to bluff them by shouting at them. She hoped they didn’t notice the tremor in her voice.

“Keep away … from me! If you harm me … my father will have you all shot!”

The men from the Arrernte clan looked at each other in bewilderment.

“Crazy woman,” their elder, Djalu said in their language. Her sun-burned, blistered face intrigued him. “She look like she bin roasted like an emu,” he said and laughed.

When the others laughed too, suggesting there wasn’t much meat on her bones to eat, Arabella didn’t know what to think. Were they mocking her?

“What we do with her?” one of the others asked Djalu. “She die soon out here.”

“Where she come from?” another of the group asked the elder. They were joined by two women and a child, who approached Arabella from behind.

“Must be Marree,” Djalu said. “Don’t know how she got this far away.” He was thinking she might have been banished from the town because she was crazy. Or she’d wandered away and got lost.

All sorts of things were going through Arabella’s mind. She glanced at her nightgown, which was torn around the bottom from catching it on thorny bushes. She put her hands over her breasts because she had no undergarments on to disguise their small outline. Then she noticed that the native men wore nothing but a tiny piece of animal skin over their private parts. Having never seen a man in such a state of undress, she was embarrassed and humiliated. It wasn’t until one of them turned that she noticed his bottom was uncovered, and she shrieked again. She turned to flee, but stopped suddenly when she came face to face with the women behind her.

For a second Arabella was pleased to see women, because she thought they’d take pity on her, but when she noticed that their breasts were uncovered, it was yet another shock for her. She blushed but her face was so sunburned that they didn’t notice. The lower half of the women’s bodies was covered by an animal skin, and one of them was carrying a small child who was looking at Arabella in bewilderment with enormous brown eyes. It was a small boy. She knew that because he was completely naked. Arabella was immediately of the opinion that the natives were very primitive, which meant she was in no end of trouble.

One of the men put his hand on her shoulder from behind. Arabella jumped in alarm and turned to find he had the branch of a bush in his hands and he raised it over his head. Suspecting he was going to beat her, Arabella shrilled, startling them all again. She then tried to flee.

Djalu called to the men, who began herding her in the direction they wanted her to go in, but Arabella thought it was some kind of game, and they were taunting her. When she tried to run in another direction, a young native chased after her and ‘herded’ her back the way they wanted her to go. All the while Arabella screamed like mad, sure their intention was to kill or rape her. She imagined them cooking and eating her flesh and called for her father.

The aborigines were sure she had lost her mind and discussed it as they continue to ‘shepherd’ her in the direction they wanted her to go. As she couldn’t go very fast with her hurting ankle, they had no trouble keeping up with her.

After Arabella had half run, half hobbled for about twenty minutes, she fell to her knees. Exhausted, hot and dizzy, she could hardly catch her breath. “Please give me water,” she wailed. She was so dehydrated that she couldn’t go on. She pointed to her mouth, trying to make them understand.

“Water, water,” she pleaded.

The natives had a discussion amongst themselves, which sounded like an argument to Arabella, and then one of them walked about ten feet away and began digging under a succulent bush. She had no idea what he was doing. She was so thirsty, she didn’t care anymore. She believed she was going to die. She just hoped her death came quickly.

A few minutes later, Arabella was dragged by her arm, screaming, to the hole the native had dug. She was convinced he was going to bury her alive, and pleaded for her life. But to her utter amazement there was water in the hole. It wasn’t very clear, but Arabella was still overjoyed to see it. She cupped it in her hands and wet her mouth and then gulped some down. She drank thirstily for several minutes, not caring that the water tasted terrible, and then wet her perspiring neck. It felt glorious to feel cool for just a minute.

When she looked up, she saw something off in the distance. The shimmering heat danced over the desert, distorting everything, but she thought there was a building way off in the distance, and trees. She was sure her mind must be playing tricks on her. How many times had she imagined she saw the train coming? She was prodded in the back again and turned to see the native was using the blunt end of spear, and the elder of the men, Djalu, shouted at her. He was pointing in the direction that she’d been looking in, to where she thought she saw a building and trees. It was a long way off and the sun was dazzling. Arabella was sure it must be a mirage, but he seemed to want her to go in that direction.

Arabella suddenly had a thought.

“Alice Springs,” she said. “Is that Alice Springs?” Could she have walked that far? “Mummy, daddy!” she called. “I’m coming.” She didn’t know where the train tracks were but she no longer cared. Somehow, she had made it to Alice Springs.

Arabella tried to hurry, but she felt as weak as a new born kitten. She was faint with hunger, but if she could just make it to Alice Springs her parents would see that she was cared for. She trudged along, now and again prodded by the blunt end of the spear. Angrily she turned on the man with the spear, but the look on his face stopped her from shouting at him. Terrified, she said nothing and hurried on.

“You wait until my father hears what you have done to me,” she mumbled defiantly over her shoulder. “He’ll have your hide nailed to a tree.” She knew he couldn’t understand her, but she felt better for giving him a piece of her mind, even though she was careful not to sound threatening.

The nearer they got to the settlement, Arabella could make out Date palms and camels. The palms gave the impression of a shady desert oasis. She was so weak she could barely walk, but she longed to get into the shade. Her feet ached and she could feel the heat of the scorching desert sand through her slippers, burning the soles of her feet. The bites on her legs itched, and her head throbbed. She also kept seeing spots before her eyes. She was sure she couldn’t walk the mile or more to the buildings, but the natives wouldn’t let her stop and rest. Every time she fell to her knees, they pulled her back to her feet.

It seemed to take forever to reach town. It wasn’t until they were quite close that Arabella thought it looked familiar. When she saw the train line and the platform she realized it was Marree. She was disappointed and cried out in despair again because she had built her hopes up that she’d be reunited with her parents. The natives had assumed she’d be relieved to reach some form of her civilization so her reaction totally convinced them she had lost her mind.

As she passed the “Ghan” town, Arabella saw the turbaned men kneeling on mats under the palm trees with their heads down, praying. They were all facing the same direction. The sight of a white girl being brought into town by aboriginals barely rated a second glance from them, even though her face was as red as the desert sand, her hair was littered with dry leaves, and she was wearing only a thin nightdress. Nothing detracted from their praying. She did arouse the interest of some aboriginal children playing in the dust, but there were no Europeans to be seen.

Arabella was heading for the hotel, when suddenly she had the feeling she was alone. She stopped and turned, startled to find the aboriginals had gone. Strangely, she couldn’t see them anywhere. She was totally bewildered. How could they have just disappeared in a flat landscape? She felt too weak to think about it. She was so weary and thirsty, she could barely stay upright. It took all her will power not to collapse. She trudged on, making for the hotel, where there were horses tied up outside. When she reached the door, she barely had strength to push it open. She leant against it and stumbled inside. It was dim and it took a few moments for her eyes to adjust to the dimmness. There was a man and woman behind the bar, who were looking at her in astonishment, and four or five men with their backs to her, drinking.

“Has … the train … come back?” Arabella asked weakly, just as her legs buckled beneath her. She barely saw the looks of sheer disbelief on the hotel patrons when they turned to look at her before she fainted.


CHAPTER TWO
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In Alice Springs, Edward took Clarice to their hotel and had one of the staff look after her while he went to the police station to make sure that Arabella had been reported missing. The conductor he’d spoken to, a Mr. Hampton, was already there making a report. Apparently, before Mr. Hampton had arrived, a telegraph was sent down the line, notifying the towns that depended on the train, that the tracks needed repairing. By the time Mr. Hampton told the police about Arabella, a telegraph pole between Marree and Alice Springs had collapsed, taking the line down with it and tearing it apart.

“When will a search party get underway?” Edward demanded to know.

“I need to go over a few facts to determine what might have happened to your daughter,” a Sergeant Menner said.

“She could by lying injured, waiting for us to come and get her,” Edward said, losing his temper.

“We can’t think about mounting a search until we are sure she has fallen off the train,” the sergeant said.

“Where else could she be?” Edward got excited.

The sergeant sighed. He understood a huge amount of emotion was involved.

“Could you tell me when you and your wife last saw her, sir?”

“Yesterday evening. We left her in our compartment while we went to the lounge car to play gin rummy with the couple from the next compartment. Arabella didn’t want to join us. She said she was tired.”

“Was she in good spirits?”

“What do you mean?”

“What was her state of mind? Happy or depressed?”

“She had no reason to be depressed.”

“Did she eat dinner?”

Edward couldn’t fathom where the questioning was leading, and his anger and frustration were building.

“My daughter could be lying in the desert injured. Do something about finding her, or I will.”

“Once I have questioned the staff on the train, I’ll mount a search.”

“How long will that take?”

“I can’t say, sir. It depends on what information I receive.”

“What good will that do? They don’t know anymore than I do. She’s not on the train, so therefore she must have fallen off it during the journey.”

“I have to gather all the facts before I send anyone out into the desert. It’s a very dangerous place.”

Edward’s eyes widened.

“All the more reason to find my daughter as soon as we can. If she dies because you were asking questions, her blood will be on your hands.” Edward marched out of the police station and into the nearest hotel, which was across the road. A bar tender was polishing glasses while three people sat at the bar drinking.

“What would you like, sir?” the bar tender asked him.

“I don’t want a drink. I need to hire some people to go into the desert to find my daughter. How do I go about it?”

The bar keeper looked startled.

“You need some trackers if she’s wandered off,” he said.

“She didn’t wander off. We think she fell off the Ghan Train during the night.”

The bar keeper blinked in surprise.

“Finding a body out there won’t be easy,” he said. “Do you have any idea how many hours ago it might have happened?”

Edward’s eyes widened. He couldn’t comprehend that the bar keeper was talking about ‘a body’.

An elderly man nearby was taking an interest in the conversation.

“There won’t be much left of a body to find,” he commented dryly.

Edward looked at him with his mouth open. He was so upset that he was finding it difficult to breathe. The bar keeper realized he’d just had the worst possible news, and passed him a whiskey, which Edward threw back before he put a few coins on the bar and walked out the door without saying another word. He crossed the road and went back into the police station. The sergeant looked at his ashen face and realized Edward Fitzherbert finally understood the reality of the situation.

Edward opened his mouth to speak, but he didn’t know quite what to say.

“We … have to believe she might have survived,” he said.

“Miracles do happen, sir,” Sergeant Menner said. He had children, so he understood how Edward felt.

“They do, don’t they?” Edward said eagerly. “I can’t tell my wife there is no hope. I can’t do that to her.”

The sergeant nodded.

“The reality, sir, is that we might not retrieve a body. You have to understand that. There are dingoes out there, and birds of prey, and millions of ants. I’m understanding you last saw your daughter when the train was near Marree. Is that right?”

“Yes,” Edward said.

“That’s hundreds of miles away. It would take us weeks on camels to cover that distance thoroughly. You could not take horses because they would not make it through the desert. Sir, no one could survive more than a few days out there, even a healthy person. Someone injured …”

“I won’t give up on Arabella,” Edward said. “I want to go and look for her. She could have fallen off the train this morning, only a few miles from where we had to get off the train.”

Seeing that Edward needed to cling to hope, and completely understanding, the sergeant nodded.

“It would be too dangerous for you on your own, sir, and too straining anyway. I’ll mount a search party using some of my most experienced men.”

Finally Edward felt he was getting somewhere.

“When?”

“As soon as I possibly can,” Sergeant Menner said. “Now please go back to your hotel and take care of your wife. As soon as I have some news, I’ll contact you.”

Edward was walking back to the hotel when he suddenly remembered that the train had stopped sometime after they left Marree, while the engineer and driver removed a dead animal on the tracks. It occurred to him that Arabella might have gotten off then. For a few moments he was filled with joyous hope that the citizens of Marree would find her, but then reason began to set in.

Why would she get off the train in the middle of the desert, in her nightdress? He knew she was only wearing her nightdress because all her clothes had still been in their compartment and she was smart enough to know that the train could take off at any time. He also knew that Arabella had never been fond of being out in the sun in their English summers which were nothing compared to the heat in Australia. And of course, they could not contact anyone in Marree because the telegraph line was down. Repairs on the line usually to took a few weeks – depending on the cause. And why should any inhabitant of Marree walk in to desert without any purpose and stumble over his daughter? His faint hope was dashed. He decided he wouldn’t mention this to Clarice because he didn’t want to give her false hope. He couldn’t do that to her.

As he walked back to the Central Hotel, Edward kept thinking about what the man in the bar had said. The thought of his daughter being eaten by dingoes or ants, or having birds of prey picking at her body, was intolerable. He stumbled into the bar of the Central Hotel as soon as he arrived and ordered a double whiskey, which he downed in one gulp.

“Are you all right sir?” the bar tender asked him.

“No,” he whispered. He knew he’d never be all right again. He ordered another drink, unable to face his wife with the painful news.

Arabella regained consciousness by feeling flies crawling over her face. Annoyed, she swatted at them impatiently and then opened her eyes. Just for a split second she thought she was at home in her bed, and that everything that had happened had been a bad dream. It wasn’t until her mind registered the unattractive wallpaper, which was faded and peeling at the joins, and the ceiling that sagged in one corner, that she realized she was in a strange room. The curtains at an open door that lead to a veranda were shabby lace. The bed was a large iron framed bed that squeaked when she moved and the mattress was lumpy. She groaned in despair. The nightmare she was living was reality.

Arabella was about to sit up when the door to the hallway opened and a slim woman in an off white dress decorated in a washed-out lavender print, similar to the wallpaper, came in carrying a tray. On it was a pitcher of water and a glass, also a plate containing a sandwich. The woman had dark hair that was slightly tainted with grey at the front and pinned up in a bun. Her complexion was tanned, emphasizing the crease lines around her eyes as she smiled. Arabella thought she was somewhere in her early forties.

“You’re awake,” the woman said in a kindly tone. “How are you feeling?”

“Terrible. Where … am I?” Arabella asked. Her head still ached and she was drained of energy.

“Don’t you remember? You stumbled into The Great Northern Hotel a couple of hours ago.”

“Oh … yes,” she said, recalling the full horror of her desert ordeal.

“I’m Margaret McMahon, but I’m known as Maggie. My husband Tony and I have been the licensees of this establishment for eight years. We are anxious to know where you came from. Tony has sent out a couple of trackers to try and find out if there is anyone else out in the desert that needs help, another family member perhaps.”

“Trackers?”

“Aboriginal trackers. They’re marvelous.”

“There isn’t anyone else,” Arabella muttered.

“Then where did you come from?”

“I was on the train that passed through here yesterday,” Arabella said.

Margaret blinked in surprise.

“The Ghan?”

“Yes, and I’ve been in the desert all night … by myself.”

“How did someone so young end up in the desert alone? Did you fall from the train?” Maggie didn’t know what to believe. She knew the train hadn’t derailed, and there had not been an accident. So why would the train “lose” one of its passengers?

Arabella was used to people commenting on how young she looked, and it always offended her.

“I’m nineteen,” she said indignantly.

“Are you?” Maggie had been thinking she was no more than fourteen and looked over Arabella’s almost shapeless body in disbelief.

“Has the train come back for me?” Arabella asked.

“No,” Maggie answered with mild surprise. How could anyone think the train would come back just for one person – and out of schedule? ”And it won’t be back for some time,” she added.

“We’ve had a telegraph this morning to say that termites have eaten nearly a mile of railway sleepers up near Alice Springs.” Maggie was curious about why the telegraph never mentioned anyone falling from the train. It occurred to her that perhaps this girl was not telling the truth. But then if someone had fallen from the train, the authorities wouldn’t give them any chance of surviving. They wouldn’t even expect to retrieve a body, because it wouldn’t last long in the desert heat.

“Apparently the passengers had to walk about five miles into town,” she said. “It could take weeks or even months to replace the sleepers, and then the whole length of the line will have to be checked before the train is back in service. It’s a terrible inconvenience to all of us, but we should be used to doing it rough. If it’s not locust plagues or dust storms, it’s something else, and don’t even get me started on the toll the five year drought is taking on the town and surrounding stations. If it wasn’t for the camels bringing water in, we’d all have dried up and blown away in the dust by now. Now that the Ghan is not in service, we’ll have to rely on the camels and their handlers to bring food up here from down south.”

Arabella groaned in dismay, but a thought occurred to her and her eyes widened.

“You mentioned a telegraph. I can send word to my parents in Alice Springs and tell them that I’m here and they can fetch me,” she said excitedly. “We were going to be staying at the Central Hotel so that’s where they’ll be. Do you know it?”

“Yes, the Central is in Todd Street,” Maggie said frowning. “But I don’t know how they’d fetch you,” she added, looking at Arabella in astonishment. “The train is our only link to Alice Springs. Besides, the telegraph line is down now, too. So we can’t contact the outside world.” Maggie thought perhaps the authorities in Alice Springs had tried to send another telegraph to say that someone was missing from the train, but it hadn’t been able to get through.

Arabella couldn’t believe her bad luck.

“What happened to it?”

“I don’t know. We tried to reply to the telegraph about the train, but the line was dead.”

“You mean … I’m stuck here?” Arabella crinkled her nose in horror.

Maggie was used to that reaction about Marree, so she wasn’t offended. 

“Are you telling me there’s no way to tell my parents where I am?” Arabella asked in a high-pitched voice.

“It looks like it and I can’t tell you when the telegraph line will be fixed, but maybe it won’t take very long.” Maggie knew she was being optimistic. Everything in the bush happened at an alarmingly slow rate. “What’s your name?”

“I am Miss Arabella Fitzherbert.”

The way she introduced herself made it quite clear to Maggie that the girl wouldn’t like to be addressed informally – very much on the contrary as Maggie has introduced herself.

“So, Miss Arabella Fitzherbert, you never answered my question about falling from the train. Is that what happened?” She knew the train had been traveling quite slowly as it set off from Marree, so if she’d landed in some bushes when she fell it was possible that she didn’t injure herself too badly. Maggie had noticed the scrapes on her knees, elbows and hands, and the bruises. This wasn’t the scenario the authorities in Alice Springs would come up with about a passenger lost in the desert. They’d give her no hope of surviving in the desert, even uninjured. They would be sure that she would not be able to reach a settlement before she died of thirst – which would have surely been the case if the aboriginals hadn’t found her. So, the authorities in Alice Springs would be very reluctant to send out a search party because they’d believe it was a complete waste of time. By the time the search party had reached Marree on camels, weeks would have passed, and by then the lost passenger would have died in the desert anyway. There was no road transport between the towns as there were no roads, so cars would soon get bogged in the desert sand, and anyone setting out on foot would perish.

With tears in her eyes Arabella gave her explanation.

“The train stopped in the middle of nowhere because there was a dead animal on the tracks. I became impatient when it didn’t move on for quite some time, so I got off to pick a wild flower but slipped, twisting my ankle. Before I could get up the train took off without me.”

“Oh,” Maggie said. Now that’s something no-one would think of – that she got off the train when it stopped for a short while. “Surely your parents must have realized you were missing?” Maggie wondered if they’d think of their daughter getting off the train for some reason.

“They were playing cards in the lounge car at the time, and my mother had told me that they wouldn’t disturb me when they retired, so they might not have known I was missing until this morning.” A sob rose in her throat.

Maggie knew, even if her parents thought she had gotten off the train, and they made it return, the odds of finding Arabella in the desert were a million to one, especially at night.

“I was wandering around all night in the freezing cold,” Arabella added, full of self pity.

“Yes, the desert can get very cold at night,” Maggie said. “We light a fire just after sunset for at least two thirds of the year. But when the temperatures get up around the hundred and twenty degree mark, it’s usually a relief to have a bit of cool at night if you’re indoors. I just can’t believe you found your way back here. It’s a miracle.

“I didn’t. Some fearsome aborigines chased me back here,” Arabella said. “I thought they were going to kill me.”

“Why would you think that?” Maggie could hardly believe that since she had never met any natives that were aggressive.

“Some of them were carrying spears and one of them kept prodding me with one. Another one of them was going to beat me with a branch from a bush. They frightened the life out of me.”

Maggie was confused.

“What gave you the idea that you were going to be beaten?”

“He raised the branch over my head to hit me.”

Maggie thought for a moment and took in the look of the sunburnt skin of the pale, skinny girl in bed before her.

“Are you sure he wasn’t offering it to you as a substitute for a parasol?”

“A parasol?”

“Yes, to protect you from the sun. He could probably see how burnt you are.”

Arabella thought the idea was preposterous.

“Those savages wouldn’t think of something like that,” she said.

Maggie was shocked by her condescending attitude and ignorance.

“They know how to survive in the desert, Miss Fitzherbert,” she said. “We couldn’t find water or food out there.”

Arabella couldn’t deny they had found water, which had saved her life, but she wasn’t forgetting how they had treated her or that they had been almost naked.

“They had no clothes on,” she said in disgust. “Even the women. Only savages would walk around like that.”

“They see no point in wearing clothes, and when you think about it, there isn’t an abundance of water out there to do laundry.”

Arabella suddenly noticed Maggie’s dress was a bit grubby, and wondered what her excuse was.

“Speaking of water, I can’t wait to have a bath,” she said.

Maggie shook her head.

“Our bath tub has an inch of dust in it because it hasn’t been used for so long.”

Arabella was shocked and it showed in her expression.

“During a drought we can’t spare water for a bath and we’ve been in a severe drought for years.”

“Well, you’ll have to make an exception. You can’t expect me to go without a bath after trudging around in the desert heat. I’ve never smelt so awful in my life.” Arabella sniffed at her self and wrinkled her nose again.

“I can assure you no one around here will notice, Miss Fitzherbert. You can have a bowl of water to wash. You’ll have to do the best you can with that, but don’t throw it out when you’ve finished. I will put it on the veggie garden.” Maggie poured Arabella a glass of water and handed it to her. “Drink all of the water in this pitcher because you’ll be dehydrated. It’s spring water, not water from the bore. Our rain tanks have been empty for years, so the Afghans have to go to the springs at Mungerannie, up the Birdsville track, to fetch drinking water. We use our bore for washing, but that’s not a limitless source, so every drop is precious.”

“How can I wash properly with just a bowl of water?” Arabella asked in a pitiful voice.

“You’ll manage, dear. We all do. When we carried you up here I noticed bites all over your legs. What happened?”

Arabella lifted her nightdress to her knees, revealing the horrible lumps on her lower legs. They were a shocking sight, and so itchy she had to scratch them.

“I sat down under the only tree for miles, and fell asleep. When I woke up, I had ants all over me.”

Maggie knew a person experienced in the bush would have seen the ant nest, but she didn’t say anything.

“I’ll give you some Tea Tree oil to put on the bites. It will help with the itching, but the lumps will probably take quite a while to go away. In the years we’ve been here, we’ve seen some strange things come out of the desert, but we haven’t seen anything so strange as you in a long time. You looked like a ghost in that nightdress and gave us all quite a fright when you came into the bar this afternoon.” Maggie couldn’t suppress a smile.

Arabella’s mouth dropped open and she gasped in offence.

Before Arabella could say anything, Maggie went to the dresser and opened a drawer, retrieving a hand mirror. She handed it to Arabella who couldn’t understand why she was giving it to her until she looked into it to see her reflection. What she saw frightened the life out of her, and she screamed in horror, making Maggie jump in surprise.

“How long will I look like this?” Arabella asked Maggie with tears welling in her eyes. She’d noticed her arms, shoulders and feet were burnt, but hadn’t been prepared for how terrible her face looked. Her skin was beet red and her nose was blistering. All that stood out was the whites of her eyes, indeed giving her a ghostly appearance. Her lips were swollen and blistered and her hair, which usually gleamed despite her poor eating habits, looked like she’d been dragged through a bush backwards.

“At least a week, maybe two,” Maggie said. “You’ll shed your skin like a snake, but not in one neat piece. It will come off in bits so you can expect to look like that patchwork quilt on your bed for awhile.”

Arabella glanced at the quilt, crestfallen. “Mummy won’t recognize me,” she cried. “I’m not going out of this room until I look normal again.”

Maggie was startled by her remark.

“You can’t stay up here,” she said. “I’ve got more than my fair share of work to do, so I can’t keep running up and down the stairs to see to you.”

“But you don’t expect me to look after myself, do you?” Arabella said in a pitiful tone. “I can’t possibly walk. Just look at my legs.”

“My husband once had to crawl five miles through the desert with a broken leg, so I’m sure you can manage the stairs with a few ant bites, Miss Fitzherbert.” Every time Maggie thought of how Tony had been thrown from his horse after a snake had startled it, and broke his leg, she knew it was a miracle and sheer grit that got him back to town. Even then he nearly lost his leg with gangrene. It was only an aboriginal remedy that saved it.

“But I sprained my ankle and it still hurts.”

Maggie examined her ankle. It wasn’t very swollen, and just a little bruised.

“The quicker you get up on your ankle, the better it will be.”

“I might be getting pneumonia,” Arabella said. “I’ve never been out in the cold dressed like this.”

“If you had pneumonia, you’d be too sick to be complaining.”

Arabella thought Maggie was quite heartless.

“I can’t be seen like this,” she said, looking into the mirror again.

“You’re in the bush now, Miss Fitzherbert. With the constant dust, heat and water shortages, it’s no place for vanity. Besides, who do you think is going to wait on you?” Maggie asked in disbelief.

“One of your staff, of course,” Arabella said in all seriousness.

Maggie laughed.

“I don’t have any staff, Miss Fitzherbert. It’s just me and Tony. He looks after the bar and does all the maintenance and I do the cleaning and cooking. If you can’t pay for the room, you’ll have to help me while you’re here.”

“My parents will pay for the room when they come back,” Arabella said, appalled at the idea that she should work for her keep. What did she know about cooking and cleaning?

“It could be weeks or even months before they get here,” Maggie said.

“Months?”

“That’s right. Even if they hire an Afghan and some camels in Alice Springs, it will take them many weeks at the very least.”

Arabella couldn’t comprehend that. She was sure her parents would find a quicker way to come and get her.

“I’m sure it won’t be that long. My parents will move Heaven and Earth to find me, and my father will be happy to see you are well compensated for looking after me. I’m an only child and mummy and daddy dote on me.”

Maggie was speechless. Not because her parents loved her; that was only natural, but because she was obviously spoilt and living in some kind of fantasy world. Maggie could only wonder about what sort of parents would bring up a child to think everyone was at her beck and call.

“Well I don’t have time to dote on you, Miss Fitzherbert. If you want some water for a wash, you’ll have to fetch it yourself from the drum out the back. The jug and bowl are on the dresser.” She was thinking Miss Fitzherbert was in for a shock if she thought she was going to wait on her.

“Please get it for me, Mrs. McMahon,” Arabella pleaded. “I’m still dizzy.”

Maggie sighed. She didn’t want to give in to this spoilt brat, but she knew Arabella had been through quite an ordeal, so she didn’t want to appear too hard on her, either.

“All right, but just this once. I’ve got meals to prepare. We usually have between ten and twenty guests in for dinner on a Saturday night.”

“What’s on the menu?”

“We don’t have a menu. The locals know it’s always lamb or beef.”

“I’d love some roast lamb with mint sauce.” Arabella couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt so hungry. Even so, she wanted something tasty, and although she was hungry enough to do more than pick at her food, the sandwich Maggie had brought her didn’t look very appetizing.

“It’s beef this week.”

“Are you telling me you are serving beef all week?”

“That’s right. Once Tony has killed a steer we have to eat it because it wouldn’t last long in the heat.”

“Then I’ll have a small beef steak with all the fat trimmed off. Make sure it’s well cooked because I won’t eat it if I see any blood. I’ll have some vegetables, too. I don’t like beans, but I do like peas and creamy mashed potatoes.”

Maggie couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

“With no rain and starving roos hopping all over the place, nothing survives above the ground, so we don’t have any peas. We’re lucky if we can grow a few carrots and potatoes without them being dug up by wombats. As for creamy mashed potatoes, I don’t make anything fancy like that. It’s just plain cooking around here. Boiled vegetables and meat cooked on the grill.”

“But you are making gravy, aren’t you?”

“No,” Maggie said sharply. “I can’t be bothered messing about with that.” She left Arabella with a stunned expression on her face, but it was nothing compared to what Maggie was feeling. In all her life she’d never met anyone like Arabella Fitzherbert.

Maggie went downstairs and met up with her husband in the hallway.

“Is our mystery guest awake?” Tony asked. Only Maggie called her husband Tony. To the locals, he was nicknamed Macca.

“She sure is,” Maggie said, shaking her head in disbelief.

“Do you know who she is?”

“Yes. Miss Arabella Fitzherbert. She said she was traveling with her parents to Alice Springs on The Ghan.”

“The trackers ran into some of the Arrernte tribesman and they told them they’d brought a crazy white woman into town, and that they’d found her alone in the desert.”

“Apparently the train stopped not long after it left here because there was a dead animal on the track, and she got off to pick a flower. She slipped and twisted her ankle and the train took off without her.”

Tony rolled his eyes.

“Bloody tourists.”

“Oh, there’s more,” Maggie said sarcastically. “She’s not coming downstairs until she looks like her old self.”

Tony frowned.

“You haven’t got time to molly-coddle her, Maggie.”

“So I’ve told her. She seemed offended when I suggested she’d have to earn her keep by helping me.”

“Did she now?”

“Yes, she assures me her father will pay for her room and care when he comes back for her.”

Tony shook his head.

“We’ve been in a depression for years so it’s only the very wealthy who have a few extra pounds to spend, or the racketeers. And by the looks of her, I’m not convinced her parents are wealthy,” he said.

“Well, judging by her behaviour she seems to be a spoiled brat from a well-off family,” Maggie inserted.

“Hardly anybody is not affected by the Depression. It is very probable that her parents are not rich anymore. Therefore, I doubt that they can afford to pay for a hotel room for what could be weeks. Like it or not, she’ll have to help out around here.”

“She’s a bit of a hypochondriac, imagining all sorts wrong with her. But she is much older than I thought she was. I guessed she’d be about fourteen years old,” Maggie said.

“Isn’t she?” Tony asked.

“She claims to be nineteen.”

Tony raised his fair brows.

“There’s not much meat on her, is there? That just proves my point. If her parents were wealthy, she’d be well fed. The girl is making up stories. I wouldn’t believe much she says.”

Maggie realized Tony could be right.

When Maggie took Arabella’s water up to her room, she noticed she’d only eaten a very small part of her sandwich.

“Not hungry?” she commented. “I thought you’d be starving after being in the desert all night.” That she wasn’t added more weight to Tony’s theory that she might be lying.

“I am hungry, but the cheese on the sandwich you brought me is dry and hard,” Arabella said.

Maggie was startled.

“There’s nothing wrong with it. I had a cheese sandwich for lunch, and so did Tony.”

“You must have cut mine from a block that’s months old,” Arabella sulked.

“All of our stores are months old. The train is very unreliable.”

“Didn’t you get any fresh cheese yesterday when the train stopped?”

“Yes, but we are rationed like everyone else because of the depression. Besides, we always finish the old stuff first.”

“I’m a paying guest, or I will be when my parents get here. I should have been given the fresh cheese,” Arabella said. “When will you be bringing my dinner up?”

Maggie’s eyes widened.

“I don’t deliver meals, Miss Fitzherbert. If you’re hungry you’ll soon find the dining room. If you are not there by half past six you’ll miss out.”

“You can’t expect me to come down in my nightgown,” Arabella said sulkily. She could see Maggie felt no sympathy for her ailments, but she was sure she wouldn’t make her go to the dining room in her nightgown.

Thinking of the men that would be in for dinner, Maggie realized she had a point.

“All right. I’ll bring your meal up, but tomorrow I’ll find you a dress to wear. Meanwhile, I’ll loan you a dressing gown. If you want the outhouse, it’s outside the back door. When you get to the bottom of the stairs, follow the hall to the end and turn right. There’s always a light on out there.”

Soon Maggie came up with Arabella’s dinner and the dressing gown she was going to lend her. The steak was enormous and it was accompanied by three halves of potato and half a dozen slices of carrot. Arabella looked at it in shock. Even her father wouldn’t eat such a large steak. It must have been two inches thick and it was hanging over the sides of the plate.

“You can’t expect me to eat that,” Arabella said aghast.

“Why not?”, Maggie asked in a defensive tone.

“I wanted a small steak,” Arabella said, holding up her hands to show a piece not more than four inches long. “And this looks burnt.”

Maggie felt irritated by Arabella’s complaints.

“It’s not burnt, it’s well done. You said you wanted it well done. As for the size, my husband cuts the steaks and this was the smallest. If you usually eat such small meals it’s no wonder there’s no meat on your bones. A bit of hard work and a few good feeds, and you’d soon fill out.”

Arabella was stunned but Maggie didn’t notice as she went to the door.

“Don’t be alarmed by any noise you might hear this evening. It usually gets a bit rowdy in the bar on a Saturday night, but we try to kick the patrons out by midnight.”

After she’d gone, Arabella stared at her meal in disbelief. Surely they didn’t expect her to eat such a big piece of meat. She picked up her knife and fork and cut into the steak, releasing the juices. She had to admit it smelt good, especially as she was so hungry. She put a small piece in her mouth and began chewing. It wasn’t as tender as she was used to, but it tasted quite good. Just the same, as a small eater she could only manage a few bites. She would have liked some butter on her vegetables as there wasn’t any gravy, but she wasn’t willing to go downstairs to ask for some.

At nine o’clock that evening, Arabella slipped into Maggie’s dressing gown. After drinking most of the pitcher of water she needed to go to the outhouse, but she stood at the top of the stairs for a few minutes, listening to the rowdy patrons in the bar in trepidation. She could hear lots of shouting, which at first frightened her, but then she realized that there was not an argument going on because the shouting was accompanied by lots of laughter. As the hallway was quiet, she slipped down and crept along it, then turned right, where there was a door leading outside. As Maggie had said, there was a light outside run by a generator that had attracted millions of moths. Not too far away, she could see the outhouse. Further than that, out in the blackness, was the rest of the town, which, despite a few lights in the windows of distant houses, seemed as quiet as a church yard. She headed for the outhouse, and cautiously pushed open the door. The stench was unpleasant, but she had to go, so she warily ventured inside, all the while keeping an eye out for spiders and other creepy-crawlies before she pushed the door to. It wasn’t too dark inside, because at the top of the door there was a gap of about a foot, which let some light in.

Arabella was peeing when she suddenly heard voices, and her eyes widened in alarm. She had been hoping to creep back upstairs unnoticed, but it seemed someone else had come out to use the outhouse. Holding one hand on the door, she quickly finished peeing and listened. She could hear a man’s voice, but also a woman’s. The woman spoke in rapid syllables and her voice was high pitched. Arabella soon realized it was a native woman’s voice, and the man sounded gruff and drunk. She then heard some muffled fumbling and wondered what they were doing. As she listened, and tried to contemplate how she would get out without being seen, she heard animal like grunts. Was someone ill?

Arabella opened the door just a crack, and peered out. A man had a black woman pinned up against the wall of the hotel. He had his pants down around his knees and her dress was pulled up around her waist. He was grunting like a pig. Arabella was shocked beyond belief. She pushed the door to and covered her mouth with her hand so that they wouldn’t hear her cry out. She was torn because she wanted to cover her ears to block out the sounds as well. A few moments later, the man stopped grunting and took a deep, ragged breath. Arabella wanted to be sick as she heard him fumbling with his clothes.

What happened next, Arabella didn’t know, but an argument between the man and the aboriginal woman broke out. The aboriginal woman obviously wanted something from him, and from what she could understand, it was something he’d promised her. When the aboriginal woman began shrieking loudly, and the man shouted at her to shut up, Arabella feared their ruckus would attract more people and she’d be discovered.

Her fears were immediately confirmed. She heard another voice. She thought it was a woman’s voice, but it certainly couldn’t be described as feminine, and the tone was threatening. Arabella was so curious she opened the door enough to peer out. Her eyes widened again when she saw that the voice belonged to a very large aboriginal woman. She was taller than most men and as wide as two outhouses. The only thing feminine about her was her pink shift, which was dirty and pulled tight over her sagging bosoms and large belly. Her arms were what caught Arabella’s attention. They were bigger than any man’s she’d ever seen and she had a fierce look on a face so black, only the whites of her eyes and the three teeth in her mouth stood out. She was scary, and it was clear that the man she was confronting was wary.

“Rita, this is none of your business,” he said. His change of tone intrigued Arabella. She never thought she’d see the day a man cowered to a native woman. What was it about Rita, other than her size, which frightened him so much?

“Wally Jackson, you bin telling Lily you’re gonna give her two shillings or a bottle of gin to come out here and give you dungga. She has done that, so what’s it to be, fella?”

“I’ve got no money, Rita,” the man said nervously. “I spent it all on beer and I don’t get paid again until the end of the month.”

Rita’s eyes widened and she drew her fist back. Just the look of that powerful arm and big fist was enough to make anyone quake. Arabella’s eyes widened and she gasped.

Wally Jackson did the only sensible thing he could do. He cowered.

“All right, Rita,” he said, digging in his pockets. He counted out a shilling in small change and handed it to Lily, who complained.

“Let me borrow a shilling from Macca,” Wally said quickly, after seeing the look on Rita’s face. “I’ll be just a minute.”

“If I have to come lookin’ for you, Wally, I’ll be mad as Hell for sure,” Rita said.

Wally didn’t doubt her for a second. “You won’t, Rita, I promise. Just wait one minute.”

Meanwhile the hapless Lily looked hopeful and relieved.

Once Wally had gone, Rita asked Lily in English about her children.

“I need money for food, Rita,” Lily answered in English, too. “Or no way I’d have that stinkin’ Wally Jackson near me.”

Wally appeared with a shilling, which he offered to Lily, a very thin woman with a shock of hair, huge eyes, and twig like legs. He looked like he begrudged giving her the money now that his lusts had passed and Rita had practically frightened him sober. Once Lily had the money in her hand, Rita cuffed Wally’s ear.

Arabella heard the whack and it startled her, but not nearly as much as it stunned Wally.

“Ouch,” Wally said. “What was that for, Rita? I paid Lily, didn’t I?”

“You try getting out of paying one of the girls again, and I won’t go soft on you next time,” Rita threatened.

Rubbing his ear and scowling, Wally went back into the hotel.

“You go home to your piccaninnies,” Rita said to Lily in a stern voice.

Lily nodded and headed off into the darkness. Arabella carefully pushed the outhouse door to so she wouldn’t be seen, and prayed Rita went away, too.

A moment later, Arabella was nearly knocked off her feet when the door burst open. She screamed in shock.

Startled, Rita took a step backwards.

“Who you be?, she asked when she saw Arabella in the shadows inside the outhouse.

Arabella was shaking so much she felt faint. For a few moments, she couldn’t get a word out.

“I … I’m Arabella Fitzherbert,” she said breathlessly. “I’m staying … upstairs.”

To her surprise Rita blinked, and then burst out laughing.

“You must be that ghost woman they talkin’ ‘bout in the bar,” she said.

“Ggg… ghost woman?” Arabella stammered.

“The desert girl,” Rita said. “What ya doin’?”

“Nothing. I was just … going back to my room.”

“You should be watchin’ yourself out here. Too many drunken fellas in there,” Rita said, pointing at the hotel.

Arabella couldn’t believe she was being cautioned, and she was sure Rita had consumed her fair share of drink. Her breath reeked of it.

“Yyy… yes, I will,” she stammered, and cautiously circled Rita’s vast circumference. “Ggg… good night.” Ignoring the pain in her ankle, she hurried upstairs and shut the door to her room, unable to believe what had just taken place. “Mummy, where are you?” she cried. She didn’t know how she was going to survive in Marree without her mother to look after her.

Arabella pushed a chair against her door as there was no key in the lock. She got into bed and pulled the sheet up to her chin and lay there listening to every sound in the hotel. As patrons began leaving, she could hear voices below the balcony. As she lay trembling in bed, trying to push the horror of what she’d witnessed from her mind, she heard footsteps on the stairs. Terrified, she watched her door. Her heart was hammering and she could hardly breathe. As the noise came closer, someone stopped outside her bedroom door. She held her breath. Then a door opened and closed. She realized it was the door across the hall. There was another guest in the hotel. She wondered if it was Rita, but then realized the footsteps had been too soft to be hers.

Arabella knew she wasn’t going to sleep a wink.

She lay awake, unable to relax and sleep. Not only was her sunburn painful but she kept hearing noises outside accompanied by shouts, laughter and squabbles, as some of the hotel patrons hung around after closing. She even thought she heard Rita’s voice, but it sounded slurred. She was appalled that the aboriginal woman obviously drank so much. It was bad enough that the men got drunk.

When the voices outside finally drifted away, Arabella began hearing strange noises inside the hotel. Sometime after closing she thought she heard footsteps outside her door, not realizing it was the McMahons passing on the way to their rooms. She also heard scuttling noises on the roof, and strange noises below her in the bar. She kept thinking about what she had seen outside the outhouse; the man with his trousers down, recalling the animal like sounds he’d been making. She wasn’t so naïve that she hadn’t realized what had been going on. Having lead such a sheltered life, being confronted with sexuality in that manner had traumatized her. It wasn’t until the small hours of the morning that she finally fell into an exhausted sleep.


CHAPTER THREE
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It was the next morning when Sergeant Menner came to see the Fitzherberts to report that a search party had gone out. Edward couldn’t believe they had waited until this morning. Clarice had spent hours crying the night before, until finally he couldn’t take it anymore and he’d gone out for a walk. He had found himself on the railway tracks. He set off following them for a few miles in the dark, all the while calling Arabella. Finally, emotionally exhausted, he fell to his knees and cried “Where are you, Arabella?” He pleaded with God to spare her.

“She can’t be dead,” he kept telling himself. “She can’t be.” At daybreak he returned to his hotel where he found that Clarice had fallen into an exhausted sleep. A few hours later, Sergeant Menner was knocking on the door.

“I’ve sent three men out to look for your daughter,” the sergeant told Edward. He could see Edward was in a terrible state, and it was obvious he hadn’t slept.

“How far will they go?” Edward asked. He didn’t mention that he’d walked a few miles himself in the cool of the night.

“I can’t say, sir. One searcher is one of my best men.” He didn’t say that this young constable would decide when they thought it was futile to search further. “I will contact you again later.”

Maggie didn’t think much about it when Arabella didn’t appear downstairs for breakfast. Tony made sarcastic jokes about Arabella expecting breakfast in bed, but when Maggie hadn’t seen or heard her by nine o’clock she thought she had better check on her. 

When Maggie knocked on Arabella’s door and she didn’t answer, she tried to open the door but it wouldn’t budge, which alarmed her.

“Miss Fitzherbert,” she called, knocking louder. “Miss Fitzherbert, are you all right?”

Maggie was about to call for her husband to force the door, when she heard a scraping noise and the door opened.

Arabella stood in the doorway, bleary-eyed.

Maggie glanced at the chair beside the door and realized Arabella had barricaded herself inside her room, which concerned her.

“Are you all right, Miss Fitzherbert?”

Arabella burst into tears.

Maggie went into her room and shut the door.

“What’s wrong, dear?” she asked worriedly, leading her to the bed and sitting her down.

Arabella didn’t know where to start.

“I went to … the outhouse … last night,” she sobbed. “It was … horrible.”

“You won’t get it much better out here, dear. We are in the middle of nowhere.”

Arabella realized she wasn’t making sense.

“Not the outhouse. There was a man out there, with a black woman,” she cried. “They were …” She shuddered, unable to tell Maggie what they’d been doing.

Maggie suddenly understood. She’d overheard Wally Jackson asking her husband if he could borrow a shilling to pay Lily for her ‘services’.

“That Wally,” she snapped angrily. “Is it too much to expect a man with a gutful of grog to be discreet?” She looked heavenward. “Of course it is,” she sighed. Maggie realized poor Arabella was young and innocent. What she’d seen must have been terribly disturbing. She regretted not warning her.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I should have said something to you.”

“You mean you know about this and it happens … often?”

Maggie nodded.

“This big native woman came outside and threatened to beat the man up,” Arabella said, wide-eyed.

“That would be Rita,” Maggie said, trying to imagine how frightening Rita would be to someone who hadn’t seen her before.

“Yes, that’s her name,” Arabella said.

“There is something you should understand, Arabella. May I call you that?” Maggie thought it was time to drop the formalities.

Arabella nodded.

“Rita is the unofficial guardian to the other black women. She is strong – stronger than most men – and she’s lived most of her adult life around towns, so she speaks fairly good English and she even teaches it to the younger women. The men don’t always treat them with respect, but Rita sees that justice is done. If the men refuse to do what’s right, Rita could knock any of them into next week and they know it. She drinks too much, and gets a bit boisterous at times, but she’s got a good heart.”

Arabella didn’t know what to think.

“Can’t you call a constable to handle this sort of thing?”

“We only have one constable in town, and he has hundreds of miles to look after, so he’s not really interested in minor disputes.”

Arabella was appalled.

“I heard lots of strange noises in the house last night,” she said. “I was terrified.”

“This old building creaks and groans when the sun goes down. The iron roof expands in the heat of the day, and then contracts at night. You’ll get used to it.” She glanced at the chair again. “If you are worrying about the men coming upstairs, don’t. They know its guests only up here.” Maggie didn’t add that they were usually too drunk to climb stairs. “You are perfectly safe up here. There is no need to barricade your door.”

“I heard footsteps in the hallway, and the door across from mine opened and shut. Is there someone else staying here?”

Maggie caught the anxiety in Arabella’s voice.

“Tony and I have rooms up here, so you might have heard us go past, and there is a guest across the hall. Jonathan has kept a room here for the past month, but he doesn’t sleep here every night. Actually I didn’t hear him come in last night.”

Arabella didn’t look reassured.

“I definitely heard someone.”

“Jonathon is a photographer. He’s using Marree as his base, but he spends at least two nights a week in the desert. It just depends on what he’s photographing. He sometimes hires an Afghan cameleer to take him out to a site he wants to photograph or he borrows a pack horse and walks. He’s a very quiet man, and he keeps pretty much to himself, so he won’t bother you.”

“I don’t want him to see me,” Arabella said, more determined than ever to stay out of sight. She was thinking that a photographer looked for beauty, be it in people or landscapes. “I’d scare the life out of him,” she said. “And don’t deny it. Not when I frightened you and your customers when I arrived.” Every time Arabella looked into the mirror she cried. Her face had started to blister and peel and it was a shocking sight, especially her nose. It was shades of red and pink, and patchy.

Maggie couldn’t deny it. She had frightened them when she came into the bar. With her profile silhouetted by the sun, and dressed only in a nightgown with her hair hanging loose, she’d looked like an apparition. By a strange coincidence they had been talking about ghosts that afternoon in the bar. Wally Jackson had been telling Maggie and Tony a story about a shearer mate of his who’d been on the grog with him one night in Hawker in the Flinders Ranges. He’d gone out to the pub’s outhouse in a drunken state and become disorientated in the dark and wandered off. Lost and unable to see in the dark, he fell asleep in the town’s cemetery. When he woke up on a slab, surrounded by headstones, he thought he was dead, and nearly had a heart attack. He swore never to touch the grog again.

“You don’t need to worry about Mr. Weston, Arabella. He is not like that. He sees beauty in the strangest things …” Maggie suddenly realized that Arabella would take her comment the wrong way. “I mean … for instance he thinks a thorny lizard is a beautiful creature. Personally I think they are peculiar and rather frightening.”

Arabella didn’t know what a thorny lizard was, but it sounded gruesome. She burst into tears.

“Now, now, dear,” Maggie said. She could see Arabella hadn’t slept well and she was sure her sunburn had given her grief during the night. “Would you like a nice cup of tea?”

Arabella sniffed and nodded.

“How about some toast?”

Arabella nodded again. “Can I have lots of butter and some honey on it?” she asked pitifully.

Maggie rolled her eyes and mentally chastised herself for being soft.

“We’re rationed, so you can have a smear of butter, but that’s all, and we don’t have any honey,” she said.

Maggie went out into the hallway and Arabella heard her knock on Mr. Weston’s door and then open it. Arabella’s door was slightly ajar, but she couldn’t see out from where she was sitting on the bed. The door shut again and Maggie popped her head into Arabella’s room.

“Mr. Weston must have gone for the day,” she said. He hadn’t appeared for breakfast, so she assumed he’d left very early, no doubt to catch the sunrise on a vista he wanted to photograph. Maggie had come to know that he was very conscientious about his work.

“Where does Mr. Weston come from?” Arabella asked, feeling a little curious about her neighbour.

“He arrived here on the Ghan. He told us he’s from England, but he’s lived in different parts of Australia. He said he loves the remoteness of Marree, but only Tony and I, and one or two of the Afghan shop keepers would understand that. I know one of the reasons he came here was because he knew there was a Ghan town here, and he needs the Afghans’ services to get to places in the desert. He develops his photographs in a cupboard downstairs. There’s a sign on the door, so don’t ever open it. If he’s developing, the light will ruin the photographs. He’s shown us some of his work and I have to say it’s absolutely amazing.”

“Does he drink in the bar?” Arabella asked. She was wondering whether Mr. Weston was one of the men who took the aboriginal women outside.

“No, he has had the occasional lemonade, to be sociable, but that’s all. He mostly keeps to himself. I worry about him though, because he rarely has meals here.”

A short while later, Maggie delivered Arabella’s breakfast and the dress she’d promised to lend her. “It will probably be a bit big on you,” Maggie said. She was a small woman but Arabella was much smaller. “But we can go to the bazaar in town and get you a dress that fits when you are ready. I’ve got chores to do, so I’ll get back downstairs.”

By lunch time, Arabella was bored. She called Maggie from the landing. Maggie appeared from the bar with a cloth in her hand. She looked hot and weary.

“Yes, Arabella,” she said.

“Can you bring me a pitcher of water, Maggie, and something to eat?”

Maggie sighed, and wiped perspiration from her brow.

“A cheese sandwich will have to do,” she said. “But I’ll finish what I’m doing first.” She was about to go back into the bar, when Arabella made a suggestion.

“As the cheese is hard, can you melt it on some toast?” 

Maggie blinked.

“How am I supposed to do that?” she asked, trying to keep the impatience from her voice.

“My mother used to put my cheese and toast in a hot oven for a few minutes.”

“I haven’t lit the oven yet,” Maggie said. “And I haven’t got time to do it now. So you’ll be getting plain cheese and bread, just like Tony and me.”

Maggie went back into the lounge, where she was wiping down the tables. She had to do it everyday, whether they were used or not, because of the dust.

“Did I hear the girl upstairs calling you?” Tony called from behind the bar, where he was stocking bottles and dusting shelves.

Maggie went to the doorway.

“Yes, she wants a drink and something to eat,” she said.

“Well tell her to come down and get it,” Tony said abruptly.

“I would have, but she was severely traumatized when I went to see her this morning,” Maggie said. She regretted being terse with her, but she had little patience when she was tired. “She went to the outhouse last night and saw Wally Jackson with Lily. You can imagine what they were doing.”

Tony’s eyes widened. “That could be enough to put her off marriage,” he said dryly.

“Indeed, and then Rita appeared. To a young girl who has led a sheltered life, Wally, Lily and Rita must have come as quite a shock.”

“They’re a shock to us and we’ve known them for years,” Tony said laughing. He wasn’t a particularly big man, although he was bush hardy and as tough as nails. Nevertheless, he quite appreciated Rita keeping the men in line, especially when it came to relations between the men and the aboriginal girls. “But you don’t have time to play nurse maid to that girl,” he added in a more serious tone.

“I know,” Maggie said. On a Saturday night she hired Lily and another young aboriginal woman, Missy, to help with the washing up after dinner, but even so, by the time she and Tony got to bed, they were exhausted. The women hung around after they’d finished work, getting drinks from the men. One thing usually led to another, and the men took them outside. By the end of the night, Rita was frequently quite drunk, too.

Maggie had suggested she tell Missy and Lily to go home, but Rita understood that the women needed the extra money they got from the men, so she refused. Neither woman lived with a tribe or a husband. Like Rita, they lived in humpy’s in the aboriginal quarter of town.

Lily had four children, three fathered by an aboriginal drover whom she saw rarely, and one by an Afghan cameleer. Missy had two children. One of them was quite obviously fathered by a white man she must have been intimate with in town. Her son was very light in colour. No one knew for sure who his father was and Missy wouldn’t say, but there were rumours going around about two of the men. One was Wally Jackson and the other was Les Mitchell. Les was a stockman on Lizard Creek Station, the nearest station to Marree. Wally was a shearer on the surrounding stations, but with the drought, there wasn’t much work, so he’d been in town for nearly two months. He was staying at Frankie Miller’s, a half caste aboriginal who was a wool classer. Missy’s other child was thought to be the offspring of a tribesman.

In her room Arabella heard someone coming up the stairs. Her door was slightly ajar, but she was lying on her bed so she could not see who was in the hallway. When she heard the door opposite hers open, she became curious. Obviously it wasn’t Maggie with her sandwich.

Arabella waited for a few moments and then crept to her door and peeped out. She could see a tall, slim man inside the room opposite hers. The door stood open and he had his back to her. He was carefully placing a case on his bed, which he opened immediately. He picked pieces of equipment out of the case and meticulously cleaned them, before placing them back. Arabella knew nothing about the equipment used for photography, but she assumed the man was Jonathan Weston, the photographer.

She continued to watch him in fascination. His hair was almost black and wavy, and he moved with the stealth of a wild cat. She imagined he had acquired that skill so that he could stalk an animal or bird to photograph. His attire was also very neat. In fact, everything about him was neat and fastidious, including his room and his belongings.

Jonathan Weston suddenly had the strangest feeling he was being watched. He turned and glanced across the hall, catching sight of a young woman, peering around the door opposite his.

Arabella quickly withdrew. Before closing the door, she noted his very dark eyes and handsome features. She was mortified to be caught spying on him. She wanted to die of embarrassment.

Jonathan was momentarily curious, too. He noticed his ‘neighbour’ was severely sunburned, but was that why she was hiding? He smiled to himself when he thought about how embarrassed she had looked to be caught spying on him, and went back to his work.

Mid-afternoon, Arabella heard voices nearing her door. One belonged to Maggie, but the other was a man’s. From what Arabella overheard, Maggie was showing him to a room. Arabella listened, but their voices became muffled as they went further down the hall. She wanted to catch Maggie as she went by again, but when she took a peek out, Jonathan Weston’s door was still open. To her horror, he turned just as she opened her door a crack, and caught her again. Totally embarrassed she closed her door quickly.

A short while later, Arabella heard footsteps in the hallway again, and then a man’s voice. It seemed the new guest had stopped to speak to Jonathan Weston. Arabella went to her door and listened as the new guest introduced himself as Stuart Thompson. His voice was deep, but she couldn’t tell how old he was.

“Is that photographic equipment?” he asked Jonathan.

“Yes, there is some amazing countryside around here to photograph,” Jonathan said.

Arabella thought Jonathan had a pleasant voice, which suited his tall, slim stature, and fine features.

“Are you just passing through Marree?” Jonathan asked the new guest. He’d overheard him talking to Maggie as she showed him to his room. He’d said he rode down the Birdsville track from southern Queensland.

“No, I’ll be staying in or around Marree for some time.”

“Ah, well there’s not much to do here,” Jonathan said. He was curious why someone would want to stay in or around Marree, but he respected Stuart’s privacy.

“I plan to search for gold in the area,” Stuart said, sensing Jonathan’s inquisitiveness.

“Gold,” Arabella thought. “How exciting and romantic.”

“Gold!” Jonathan hadn’t expected that. “I didn’t know there was any gold around here.”

“That’s the general belief, but I might get lucky,” Stuart said.

Jonathan thought he detected something enigmatic in Stuart’s tone, as if he had knowledge no one else knew about. He also understood someone hunting for gold would have to be wary of who they discussed it with. “Good luck, Mr. Thompson,” he said sincerely.

“Call me, Stuart, and thank you. I’ll be basing myself here for awhile so we will probably run into each other again,” he said.

“I come and go at strange hours, but I’m sure our paths will cross,” Jonathan said “Sometimes I stay out all night, camping under the stars.”

“I’ll be doing the same,” Stuart said. “Would you like to come down to the bar for a drink?”

Arabella couldn’t resist sneaking a look at Stuart Thompson, so she opened her door a crack and peered out. He had his back to her door, but he was tall and lithe and his hair was fair.

“I don’t drink beer or the hard stuff, but I’ll come down for a glass of lemonade,” Jonathan said. He had some developing to do, but it could wait for awhile. He liked to study people who could turn out to be subjects for his work, and he sensed an interesting story behind Stuart Thompson.

Arabella suddenly wished she could go down to the bar as well. She was feeling very lonely, but she wouldn’t be caught dead going out in public in the state she was in.

“Is anyone else staying here?” Stuart asked as Jonathan joined him in the hallway and closed his door.

“I did catch a glimpse of a young lady,” Jonathan said, his lips moving upwards because he suspected his ‘neighbour’ was listening.

Arabella was listening closely for a clue that he thought she was grotesque, but his tone gave nothing away.

About five o’clock, Maggie came up to Arabella’s room again.

“Why not come downstairs for awhile? The hotel is closed, and I’m sure you are fed up with looking at four walls.”

Arabella was dying to get out of her room for awhile, but she was still hesitant. She hadn’t even dared to go out onto the balcony in case someone saw her.

“Who’s here?”

“Just Tony and me. Mr. Thompson has gone out to explore the area and Jonathan Weston is doing some developing, so we won’t see him for an hour or more.”

If it was just Maggie, Arabella would have felt better, but she was shy to see her husband. However, Arabella knew if she didn’t take the opportunity to get out of her room for a short while, the chance would be lost. Maggie said the hotel would open for just two hours that evening. She openly admitted they didn’t have a license to open on a Sunday, but said Constable Higgins, who was stationed in town, was away in Farina for a week.

“It’s a poorly kept secret that if he’s away on a Sunday, the pub opens for a short while,” she said. In truth, Terry Higgins didn’t mind; he loved a few pints himself, but he knew he had to at least pretend to be upholding the law.

Arabella ventured into the bar with Maggie. It was a long, narrow room with a fireplace at the far end. One wall was decorated with animal skins; roos, wombats and possums, and many kinds of hats that looked like they had an interesting history. Some even had bullet holes in them, which was a bit disconcerting. There was also a very large collection of dusty bottles on a shelf. They were all sizes and shapes. On the wall opposite the bar there were several framed cartoon drawings depicting outback characters with corked hats and pot bellies.

“Come through to the lounge,” Maggie said, and Arabella followed her to where Maggie pulled out a chair at a table near the window and fireplace.

“Would you like a glass of lemonade?” Maggie asked.

“Yes, thank you,” Arabella said. She glanced around nervously. In Maggie’s dress, which hung like a sack on her, she felt even more self-conscious. The lounge was a large square room where there were several arm chairs around low tables with ash trays in the centre. Arabella could see the dining room through an open doorway at the far end. Over the mantle above the fire place there was a large mirror, so Arabella chose to sit with her back to it. The last thing she wanted was to see her hideous reflection.

To stop herself thinking about how horrible she looked, she concentrated on the walls between the windows, where black and white framed photographs were hanging. Some were of shearers outside shearing sheds, others were of camels and their Afghan handlers in the desert, and three were of the small homes of early pioneers, surrounded by the stony desert, or half covered by sand drifts. Arabella couldn’t comprehend why anyone would live such a harsh life because she had always known comfort.

Maggie brought two lemonades over and sat down at a table with Arabella. A moment later, Tony walked in. Arabella wanted to hide herself, but she couldn’t, so she dropped her head.

“Hello, you must be Arabella Fitzherbert. I’m Maggie’s husband Tony McMahon,” Tony said and briefly shook her hand.

Arabella barely lifted her head and mumbled “hello” while looking at her shaking hands. Tony headed for the bar and poured himself a drink. He understood Arabella felt self-conscious of her appearance so he decided to act as if nothing was out of the ordinary.

“Have you settled in?”

“Yes, thank you,” Arabella answered, lifting her chin high enough to glance at him. Tony was not a very tall man. His hair was fair and his eyes a very pale blue. He had a moustache and a well trimmed beard that was more grey than blonde.

“The telegraph line is still down, I’m afraid,” he said. “One of the Afghan hawkers came into town at noon with the news that a pole had been struck by lightning in an electrical storm further north and it had fallen down, taking the line with it. It’s anyone’s guess how long it will take to be repaired.”

Arabella’s head shot up.

“Oh, dear,” she said, clearly upset that it could be some time before she could let her parents know she was alive and her whereabouts. “Mummy and daddy will be beside themselves worrying about me.”

“Why were you all going to Alice Springs?” Tony asked, really not sure what to make of her. When she spoke of her parents she sounded like a small child.

“Daddy wanted to see the heart of this country. We had been staying in Adelaide for a month and mummy liked it there, but daddy is adventurous. He also thought the dry climate further north would do me good because I was always sick in England. The doctor thought it was because of the dampness and smog from the fires, but this heat is killing me. I feel so drained of energy.”

“It takes some time getting used to it. What did your father do in England?” Tony’s curiosity about Arabella was growing.

“He produced plays in London’s West End, but he’s taken a year off so we can travel. Mummy used to be a very well known stage actress. That’s how they met, when daddy was producing a play she was in. She gave it all up when she had me.”

Tony noted the smugness in Arabella’s tone, and thought her story was fanciful. How many children dreamt their parents were famous producers or actors? He had the impression Arabella was a bit of an actress herself, and that the truth was far different from what she was portraying.

“Well it could be some time before you are reunited,” he said. “In the meant time, we’re pleased to be able to help you, but we’re struggling like most people in the bush. In return for your room and food you’ll have to give Maggie a hand around here. She has an awful lot of work to do.” Tony was of the mind that it was the least she could do.

“But my father will pay for my lodgings,” Arabella said, clearly horrified at the thought of doing a servants work. “I’m not a domestic.”

Tony imagined she was just lazy. He’d met her type before. He glanced at Maggie, who was speechless.

“If your parents come back, all well and good,” Tony said, “but if what you told Maggie is true, no one will believe you survived. If the tribesmen hadn’t found you, you would have died, possibly during the second night in the desert.”

Arabella was looking at him wide eyed. How could he say such a terrible thing?

“If you want to stay here and wait for the train to get back in service, you must help out,” Tony said.

Arabella could tell that he was deadly serious, and she knew she was at his mercy. Like it or not, she had to go along with whatever the McMahons asked her to do. And it seemed they intended to make her their slave. Either that or she had to convince someone, like the Afghan man Tony had mentioned, to take her to Alice Springs.

“Is the Afghan man you spoke to still in town?” she asked hopefully.

“Yes. Faiz Mohomet is staying in the Ghan town for a few days.”

“Could you fetch him so that I can talk to him?” Arabella asked.

“Right now?”

Arabella nodded.

Tony was mystified, but he was also curious.

“All right.”

When Tony had gone, Maggie asked Arabella why she wanted to see the hawker.

“I’m going to convince him to take me to Alice Springs,” she said excitedly. “I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before.”

Maggie tried to imagine Arabella atop a camel, but she couldn’t.

When Tony came back, he told Arabella that Faiz Mohomet was outside.

“I’ve told him your situation, that is, how you came to be here,” he said.

“Oh, thank you. Please bring him in,” Arabella said.

“He won’t come into a hotel,” Tony said, astounded that she should suggest it.

“Why not?”

“Afghans don’t ever drink alcohol. It has something to do with their religion. You’ll never see them in a hotel.”

“I’m not going outside,” Arabella said stubbornly.

“You’ll have to if you want to talk to him, and you’d better be quick. He said he can only spare you a few minutes, because it’s near his prayer time. They pray several times a day, and stop whatever they are doing to do it.”

“Oh,” Arabella said, tears welling in her eyes. She looked at Maggie beseechingly. “I can’t go outside looking like this.”

Tony shrugged.

“Well he’s not coming in.”

“Bring Faiz to the back door,” Maggie said her husband. She turned to Arabella. “No one will see you if you stand in the doorway.”

Tony looked surprised, but he went outside and asked Faiz to go around to the back door, where Arabella would be waiting. He tried to explain to the Afghan about her sunburn, but his explanation sounded pathetic, even to him.

“Hello,” Arabella said cautiously, aware of the startled expression on the Afghan’s face when he saw her.

Faiz was a small man, dressed in a tunic with a turban on his head. Arabella was aware of his dark, almost shifty eyes and had a moment of self doubt about what she was going to ask him. She was also remembering her mother’s reaction when she had seen the turbaned Afghans from the train window. She took a deep breath and thought of her parents, and being reunited with them, and that gave her the courage she needed.

“I want to go to Alice Springs,” she said. “My parents are there and they don’t know where I am. Will you take me, for a fee of course?”

Faiz glanced at the McMahons, who were mystified she was offering a fee she didn’t have.

“I’m going south from here,” he said.

Tony explained that Faiz visited the stations with his wares, and that he’d been north, came back to town to restock, and would be now heading towards the Flinders Ranges.

“You mean he’s a kind of tinker,” Arabella said. “Like a gypsy.”

“Not exactly,” Tony said, glancing at Faiz to see that he wasn’t offended at being referred to as a gypsy. The Afghan didn’t look pleased. “He’s known as a hawker. The people on stations, particularly the women, really appreciate him bringing goods out to them. They rarely get to town to shop.”

Arabella addressed the hawker.

“My father will pay you handsomely for bringing me safely to Alice Springs. I promise it will be worth your while.”

“Can she ride a camel?” the Afghan asked Tony.

Arabella was horrified.

“Of course not. I will require a horse and carriage, something with a canopy to keep the sun off me.”

The Afghan looked stunned.

“There are no carriages in Marree,” he said. It was clear to Tony and Maggie that Faiz thought Arabella was wasting his time.

“Well I’m sure you can find one,” Arabella suggested haughtily.

Faiz shook his head.

“If you want to go with me, you will ride a camel. The desert is no place for a horse and carriage.”

“Camels are stinking animals, and they spit,” Arabella said crossly.

The hawker’s eyes widened and he threw his arms up, muttering something offensive under his breath.

“It’s not hard to ride a camel,” Maggie whispered to Arabella. “If you really want to be reunited with your family, Arabella, you will have to make some kind of sacrifice. I can give you a parasol to keep the sun off you.”

“My parents wouldn’t expect me to ride a stinking camel,” Arabella said, almost hysterically.

“My camels do not stink,” Faiz said angrily, before turning and marching away.

Arabella looked almost surprised that he was offended.

“Well, that went well,” Tony said, giving his wife a look of exasperation. He knew Arabella had no hope of ever getting one of the Afghans to take her Alice Springs now.


CHAPTER FOUR
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The day dragged, while Clarice and Edward prayed their daughter was found alive. It was just getting dark when the sergeant knocked on the door of their hotel room. Edward answered it. He only had to look at Sergeant Menner to see that the outcome hadn’t been as he’d hoped. Still he held his breath, praying he didn’t report a body had been found.

“I’m sorry, Mr. and Mrs. Fitzherbert, but the searchers didn’t find anything,” he said.

Edward’s feelings were mixed. As he stood looking at the sergeant, he could hear his wife beginning to cry again. “How far did they go?” he asked quickly.

“They went on horseback and covered quite a distance, sir.” The sergeant found it difficult to look him in the eye. He knew nothing they did would be good enough for a worried father.

“They should have gone further,” Edward snapped as Sergeant Menner had expected. “I thought they’d be gone for at least two days.”

“I know you don’t want to hear this sir,” he said softly. “But … as I said before, there’s little chance your daughter’s body will be retrieved.”

Edward lost him temper.

“Will you stop referring to my daughter as ‘a body’? You don’t know she’s dead, and we’re not ready to give up on her. I want to hire some men to go and search for her, and this time they’ll search properly, and I’m going with them. If we have to go all the way to Marree, then that’s what we’ll do.”

“I can’t stop you doing that, sir, but you won’t find anyone willing to risk their lives when there’s little hope …”

“How would you feel if your daughter was out there?” Edward demanded to know in a voice that shook with emotion.

The sergeant saddened.

“I’d feel exactly as you do, sir. But I’m in a completely different position, because I’ve seen what can happen to a person lost in the desert.”

“You said yourself that miracles can happen,” Edward said, close to cracking.

“Yes, sir. If your daughter was lost, she might have survived for a day or two, but if she fell from a moving train …” The sergeant could barely stand looking at Edward’s face because he could see the man’s heart was breaking. “I’m deeply sorry, sir.”

Edward couldn’t take any more and shut the door. If Clarice hadn’t been in the room, with her own sanity hanging by a thread, he might have completely lost it. He took several ragged breaths, and reminded himself that he had to stay strong for Arabella. If he was to find her – and he would – he needed to keep his mind focused.

After very little rest the night before, Arabella had fallen asleep the moment her head touched the pillow, and did not awaken until morning. Her relaxed state of mind also had something to do with the fact that Maggie had given her a key to the door to make her feel safer. She had also assured her that the aboriginal women would stay away because the men wouldn’t get drunk enough to ask for sexual favours in the two hours that the pub was open.

After Arabella got up, she listened at her door to check if the hall was empty and heard a conversation between Jonathan Weston and Stuart Thompson. She overheard Stuart say he was going out for the day, and Jonathan told him that he’d be out also, for a few hours at least. Arabella waited for them to leave, and then slipped downstairs to ask Maggie if she had a hat and veil she could borrow. Maggie was mystified about the veil, but she found a sheer, black scarf in a box of things she didn’t wear that Arabella said was perfect. She put the broad-brimmed hat on, and then the sheer veil over the top and tied it around her neck, so that no one could see her face clearly.

“You aren’t going out like that, are you?” Maggie asked her in disbelief.

“It’s the only way I’d go out. I thought of this idea first thing this morning,” Arabella said with pride. Another idea had come to her, too, but she intended to keep it to herself for the moment.

Maggie didn’t have the heart to tell her that she looked rather odd, so she said nothing.

“I’d like to go to the bazaar to get a dress that fits me, Maggie. Do you think the store owner would give me credit until my parents can pay him?”

“I doubt it,” Maggie said. She knew the store owner was a shrewd business man. He wasn’t a crook, but she’d known him to sell bathing suits to travelers who’d seen Lake Eyre on a map and thought they might need one, without telling them that it was a salt flat that filled with water only once or twice in a hundred years. “Only locals and hawkers who work out of the town have accounts with him, but you can put the dress on my account, and pay me later.” Maggie thought she wouldn’t tell Tony about it yet because she suspected he’d object.

“Thank you, Maggie. Which store should I go to?”

“There’s only one that sells clothes in Marree. I’ll take you there and introduce you to the owner, Mohomet Basheer.”

“Mohomet! Is he related to Faiz Mohomet?”

“No. Mohomet is a very common name amongst the Afghans, much like Smith and Jones in England. Khan is another. Mohomet Basheer used to be a hawker, but he settled in Marree a number of years ago and opened the bazaar.”

Arabella thought about her meeting with Faiz Mohomet.

“I hope he’s a more approachable man than Faiz Mohomet,” she said, not for a moment considering her own personality as haughty. Maggie just looked at her in astonishment.

Mohomet Basheer’s store was built of corrugated iron with a low roof, which meant it was hot inside, even in the morning. It was crammed with racks of clothing and all sorts of haberdashery stacked on shelves along the outer walls. A bell jangled over the door when Maggie and Arabella entered. A moment later, Mohomet appeared from a back room. He was visibly startled when he saw Arabella in the hat and veil. She was also surprised by his appearance. Mohomet wore several gold chains around his neck and gold rings on most of his fingers. He was of the opinion that being decked out in gold gave him a prosperous look, and was of the belief that potential customers were more likely to trust his business capabilities and spend money in his store. As he was the only clothing store in town, or indeed for hundreds of miles, his theory was never truly tested. He also wore a tunic and a turban on his head. Unlike Faiz Mohomet, after his initial shock, he was exuberantly friendly and welcoming. When Maggie explained how Arabella had come to find herself stuck in Marree after being lost in the desert, his broad smile faded and his face crumpled in sympathy.

“You are very lucky to be alive,” he said sincerely.

“I told her that, Mohomet,” Maggie said. “But she did get severely sunburned. That is why she has covered her face.”

“Oh, do not worry. Your skin will soon heal,” he said. He glanced at Maggie. “How may I help?”

“Miss Fitzherbert needs something to wear, Mohomet. She came out of the desert with nothing. I lent her one of my dresses, but as you can see it’s too big, so could you put the cost of a new dress on my account?”

“Anything I can do to be of service, Maggie,” Mohomet said, bowing his head. “Leave Miss Fitzherbert with me and I’ll see what I can find for her.”

Arabella wanted Maggie to stay, but before she could say so, Maggie jumped at the chance to get back to the pub.

“I do have lots of work to do,” she said, backing out the door. “I hope you find something you like, Arabella.” With that, she disappeared before Arabella had the chance to reply. Mohomet Basheer didn’t notice. The merchant was already searching a rack for something in her size.

“You are indeed a very small girl,” he said after looking her over and pulling a dress off the rack that Arabella thought was a child’s and ghastly. It was a pink and yellow print, buttoned down the front and sleeveless. “I may not have much to fit you.”

“I’m a nineteen year old young lady, not a girl,” Arabella snapped, “and I know I’m petite but look for something that will completely cover me up.”

“Why would you hide yourself?”

“Because I don’t want any part of me exposed to the sun,” Arabella said.

“It is wise to stay out of the sun altogether,” Mohomet suggested in what he hoped was an inoffensive tone. “But if that can’t be avoided, you should stay indoors between noon and two o’clock, when the sun is most fierce. I close my shop at noon, pray, and then sleep for two hours.”

What Arabella had in mind would make staying out of the sun impossible, which was why she needed something to completely cover her body.

“Don’t you have something full length, with long sleeves?” she asked.

Mohomet looked puzzled. “I don’t think so,” he said, flicking through dresses on the racks. “There wouldn’t be much call for something like that.”

“You are wearing something like that,” Arabella said, looking his tunic over.

Mohomet blinked in surprise.

“You want something like this?”

“Yes.”

Mohomet went to the far side of the store and looked through a rack.

“Ah,” he said in satisfaction when he found a long dress that had three quarter length sleeves. “How about this?”

Arabella took it and looked it over. It was a caftan style dress, floor length and loose, in a bronze colour, with a black pattern over it, and a cord tie around the waist.

“I’ve never seen anything like this,” she said.

“It’s a Middle Eastern style, madam,” Mohomet said. Australia had a very multi-cultural population so he’d bought a few similar items in case any women from around the Mediterranean Sea or south-central Asia should pass through Marree, perhaps relatives of the Afghans’ living in town. There was only a small possibility it would happen, but he always tried to be prepared for any eventuality.

Arabella didn’t like it at all, but couldn’t see anything else suitable. The only thing in the caftan’s favour was that it was made of a cool material.

“It will have to do,” she said. “I won’t have to wear it long, because I’ll soon be reunited with my parents and my own clothes,” she added optimistically. Most of her wardrobe had been purchased in the best stores in London, but in the depression years there had been a growing trend towards purchasing clothes recycled from the wealthy in Europe, and Clarice and Arabella had found some high-quality garments in the stores that stocked them.

Mohomet looked at her strangely.

“How will your parents know you are alive, Miss Fitzherbert?” he asked. “The telegraph line is down, and it will take some time to fix.”

“They’ll know and they won’t give up looking for me,” Arabella said confidently.

“No one could survive in the desert without water for very long, Miss Fitzherbert. In fact, many have perished. You were lucky to be found by the Arrernte tribesmen.” Mohomet was thinking her family would have given up hope of finding her alive by now, but he didn’t say so.

“Lucky? I was lucky those savages didn’t kill me,” Arabella snapped. “Have you a change room where I can put this dress on?”

“Oh, you want to try it on?”

“It surely won’t fit any worse that this dress of Maggie’s, but I want to wear it immediately.”

“You can use my living quarters at the back of the store,” Mohomet said, puzzled why she couldn’t wait to wear it.

“I hope there’s a lock on the door,” Arabella said as she headed to the back of the store, leaving Mohomet insulted by her words.

A few minutes later Arabella appeared in the caftan, with Maggie’s dress over her arm. The caftan covered her from head to toe, the three quarter sleeves revealing only a small section of her forearms. With her head and face hidden beneath the hat and veil, she looked strange indeed. She discreetly selected some underwear, and a pair of sandals from a stand, which she tried on.

“Please put these on Maggie’s account, too, Mr. Basheer,” she said. She picked up her slippers and took them with her as she left the store.

Mohomet was frowning as he watched her go. There was no “Thank you for your help”, and no bidding him a “Good morning” from that young woman. He understood that she’d been through an ordeal, but it hadn’t taken him long to work out that what had happened to her was brought about by her own way of thinking and actions. Maggie hadn’t told him about Arabella getting off the train to pick a flower, but somehow he knew that this young lady was going to have to find out the hard way that her actions had a direct affect on her destiny.

Arabella went back to the hotel to deposit her slippers in her room and put Maggie’s dress aside to be washed. She was coming downstairs when Maggie caught sight of her from the bar.

“Arabella,” she called in surprise.

Arabella stopped.

Maggie blinked in astonishment when she joined her in the hallway.

“Is that what you picked out?” she asked looking at the caftan in disbelief.

“Yes, it’s just what I wanted. Although the colours are terrible, it covers me completely.”

Maggie didn’t know what to say.

“It … certainly does.”

“I also bought some sandals and underwear, and put the cost on your account.”

Maggie’s eyes widened. There were very few months when the pub ran at a profit so she knew Tony would not be pleased that Arabella was running up their account at the store. She’d told him about the dress, and he’d mumbled crossly that someone had to pay the bill and it was unlikely to be Miss Fitzherbert. It was clear, despite Arabella telling him about her producer father, that he didn’t have too much confidence in the fact that her parents would ever return or pay her bill. When he found out that she’d also added shoes and underwear to their account, he was likely to blow his top.

Maggie was about to tell Arabella that she shouldn’t have done that, when she noticed that some of the men in the bar had caught sight of Arabella through the open doorway.

“What the Hell is that?” Wally Jackson asked Tony in a voice loud enough to be heard in the hallway. A couple of the other men gathered round him, unable to believe what they were seeing.

Tony glanced through the door.

“That’s … Miss Fitzherbert,” he said quietly. “She’s the young woman who was lost in the desert.” Maggie had told him about the hat and veil so he wasn’t altogether shocked.

“Hey, Fitzi,” Wally called to Arabella. “What kind of get-up is that?”

The men laughed, but Maggie was worried about Arabella’s reaction.

“Sshh,” Tony said. “She’s rather sensitive about her sunburn.”

Wally ignored him. He was smirking at her, thoroughly amused by her outfit.

Arabella looked through the door and blushed when she recognized Wally Jackson.

“Is that man addressing me?” she asked Maggie.

“Don’t take any notice of Jacko,” Maggie said.

“Jacko?”

“That’s what the locals call Wally Jackson. Everyone has nicknames around here. Tony is Macca because our name is McMahon. Wally is Jacko. Looks like you’ve been nicknamed Fitzi.”

“I should hope not,” Arabella said, aghast.

“They call Jonathan Weston Jonno. And you can bet Stuart Thompson will become Tommo. That’s just the way people are in the bush.”

“Please tell Mr. Jackson that my name is Arabella Fitzherbert. Miss Fitzherbert to him. Certainly not Fitzi. That name belongs to a … a Dachshund.”

Maggie almost laughed, but Arabella headed for the back door. By the time Maggie had collected her thoughts, still amused by the Dachshund remark, Arabella had disappeared and she was left to wonder where she’d gone.

Arabella was looking for the aboriginal quarter where Maggie had said that Missy, Lily and Rita lived. She didn’t remember seeing it when she came into town, but the town was very small so she was sure it wouldn’t be hard to find. Outside the General Store she saw some aboriginal children playing in the dust under and around a bench seat, so she made for them, intending to ask where they lived. When she was about ten feet away one of them spotted her and took off as if he’d seen a two headed monster. The other three, two boys and a girl, turned to see what had frightened him, and screamed in terror. They also took off, but stopped about thirty feet away to stare at her.

Arabella was startled by their reaction. She thought it must be caused by the fact that she was a stranger in town, not giving it a thought that her strange outfit had frightened them. She wasn’t to know the children imagined the veil was covering an enormous head instead of a head plus a hat.

“I’m looking for Lily,” she called to them. “Could you tell me where she lives?”

The children didn’t answer her, but one of them tentatively pointed west.

“That way?” she asked, pointing in the same direction herself to be sure, and the boy nodded cautiously, his expression displaying doubts about whether he was doing the right thing.

Arabella continued on in a westerly direction, vaguely aware that the children were trailing behind at a distance. She was expecting to come across a cluster of houses, but soon realized there were no houses in the direction she was taking. She stopped to turn to the children, who also stopped so that they could remain at a safe distance.

“Am I going the right way?” she called, wondering if they had purposely led her on a wild goose chase.

The eldest boy nodded and pointed again, so Arabella kept going. She was about to turn back and berate them for misleading her, when she spotted some kind of dwellings amongst trees in the distance. As she got nearer it was apparent they were little more than crudely built bush shelters made of branches, pieces of corrugated iron and brush. There was a campfire burning in the midst of the humpys and a group of women were sitting in the dust around it, with their legs crossed. As Arabella got closer she could also see extremely thin dogs hanging around them, chewing on sun bleached bones, and small naked children playing in the dust nearby with flies crawling over their faces. She’d never seen anything like it and was appalled.

As Arabella got closer, the aboriginal women looked up, and their jaws dropped. As she came to stand before them, they glanced at each other. Arabella was reassured to see their breasts were covered, even if it was by a dirty shift. She couldn’t see Lily and was relieved not to see Rita. One of the women spoke to the others in their language. Arabella witnessed another of them tap her temple and say something which made the women cackle with laughter, and embarrassment washed over her. She didn’t know the Arrernte tribesmen had already told them about a demented white woman they’d shepherded into town, but she understood that they thought she had mental problems because of her attire.

“I’m sunburned,” she said, pointing at the sun that was filtering through the trees. When they looked at her dubiously, she showed them her red, peeling arms.

One of the women nodded, and said something again in her language. Arabella was comforted they appeared to understand. She was also bemused by their language, spoken in short, rapid syllables.

“I want someone to take me to Alice Springs by horseback.” She had come to accept a carriage would be impractical in the desert. “Do you know anyone who could do that?” she asked.

The woman at the centre of the group, who appeared to be the eldest, shook her head.

“No, missus. No horses round here.”

“I saw horses outside the hotel yesterday,” Arabella said, baffled by what the woman was saying.

“Stock horses, missus. They be from the stations.” She flicked her hand to gesture off yonder.

“Surely a horse is a horse. I just need it to carry me across the desert.”

The woman shook her head again.

“No, missus. Them horses belong to white fellas.”

Arabella felt frustrated.

“My father will pay someone handsomely to get me to Alice Springs,” she said. When she got no reaction, she tried again.

“My father will give whoever takes me there a big reward, lots of money. Do you understand?”

The woman shook her head again.

“Alice Springs is long way off, missus. You go on the train.”

“But the train isn’t running at the moment and I don’t know when it will be again. My parents will be very worried about me.”

“All the black fellas gone walkabout, missus,” another of the women said.

“Walkabout?”

“Yes, missus. I don’t know when they be back.”

“Do any of you women know the way to Alice Springs?”

“Yes, missus, but we stay here.”

“Surely someone can help me?”

The woman shrugged.

“The train come back soon, missus. You wait here.”

It was obvious the aboriginal woman who had done most of the talking did not understand her dilemma and she seemed to be blessed with endless patience, which Arabella was not. For one thing, talking to someone with flies crawling over their face unhindered was most disconcerting. Arabella wanted to leap forward and swat the flies from her face. She couldn’t understand why they didn’t bother her or why the women let them crawl all over their children. She was again grateful for the veil she was wearing as it kept the flies from her own face.

“How can you live like this?” she asked, her frustration getting the better of her. “Look at your children. They’ll catch diseases with flies all over them and where are their clothes?”

The woman reacted by standing up and shouting at Arabella to go away in her own language and the anger in her tone was quite frightening. Arabella was shocked and took a step back, but her attention was drawn to the top of a head emerging from a nearby humpy. At first she thought it was a man on his hands and knees, but to her horror, the head lifted and she could see a face – Rita’s face.

Arabella wanted to run back to the hotel, but she daren’t move. In her mind she had a vision of Rita tackling her in the dust. It was a terrifying thought.

Rita was bleary-eyed and her hair was even more disheveled than it had been the first time Arabella saw her. One side of her face was smeared with red dust from the way she’d been laying on the dirt floor of the humpy. She spoke to the woman who had been having a discussion with Arabella, and the woman answered her in her language.

“Who you be?” Rita asked, still on her hands and knees.

Arabella was dismayed that she didn’t recognize her.

“Arabella Fitzherbert. I’m staying at The Great Northern. We met on Saturday night. I … was in the outhouse.” Arabella hoped to prompt her memory and expected Rita to acknowledge meeting her.

“What ya want here?” Rita asked her crossly, giving no indication she remembered meeting her at all.

Arabella was so frightened she could barely breathe, let alone talk. She had been hoping not to see Rita, but if she did, she had expected her to be in the same jovial mood she had been on the night when she spoke to her. Instead, she seemed as short tempered as she had been with Wally Jackson. Even though Rita couldn’t be anything other than intimidating, even on her hands and knees, Maggie had said she was a kind of champion to the women.

“I want someone … who knows the desert … to take me to Alice Springs,” Arabella said.

“Ya gonna walk?” Rita asked in obvious disbelief.

“No, of course not. I would ride a horse.”

Rita laughed derisively, but it came out as a snort that took Arabella by surprise. It was such a funny sound that she had a suicidal compulsion to laugh. It was only her stronger, instinctive sense of self-preservation that prevented her from doing so.

“Surely someone could lend me a horse,” Arabella said.

Rita shook her head.

“A horse needs too much water to cross the desert. Who is gonna carry the water? You?”

“Well, no. Faiz Mohomet more or less said the same thing. He suggested I ride a camel, but I couldn’t ride one of those horrible, slobbering creatures.”

Arabella remembered a traveling circus setting up in a park near their home in London. Amongst the animals were camels. She’d gone for a walk to see the animals with her mother, and one of the camels had spat at them.

“Then ya gonna stay put,” Rita said.

“But I don’t want to. I want to be reunited with my parents.”

Rita shrugged.

“Ya wait here for the train.”

The woman that Arabella had first spoken to said something to Rita again. From her wild gesticulations in the direction of the children, Arabella feared she was telling Rita that she’d criticized the way they live. Her wish to get back to the hotel became urgent.

“I have a tummy ache,” Arabella said, “I must go.”

Rita’s eyes widened and she crawled out of the humpy and stood up. When she began shouting, Arabella thought she was going to faint. Somehow she found the courage to back away. It wasn’t until she was fifty yards away, and hadn’t been tackled to the ground, that she was able to take a breath, but her heart was racing.

By the time Arabella got back to the hotel, she was in tears. She had pinned her hopes on one of the aboriginals escorting her to Alice Springs on horseback. Now she knew that wasn’t going to happen. She’d never felt so morose in all her life. She went in the back door of the hotel and up the hall. Just as she was about to climb the stairs, she was stopped by Tony McMahon.

“Excuse me, Miss Fitzherbert,” he said sternly from the doorway to the bar. Arabella was not to know that Maggie and her husband had just had cross words about her after Tony had spoken to Mohomet Basheer. Tony was of the opinion that Arabella was lazy and would do or say anything to get out of work. He was not happy that she was now charging clothes on their account, while they were feeding and housing her, and she hadn’t yet lifted a finger to help out. Maggie could say little in Arabella’s defense, or even her own, but pride prevented her from admitting she had been too soft on the girl.

Arabella stopped.

“Yes,” she said, sniffling. Her knees were still shaking. She had been sure Rita was going to hit her.

“I’ve just spoken to Mahomet Basheer. He wanted my assurance that I was going to pay for the clothing items and shoes you put on our account.”

“Oh,” Arabella said. “Don’t worry. My father will pay for them.”

Tony sighed, barely restraining his temper.

“Maggie and I are not well off, Miss Fitzherbert. A five year drought has seen to that. If the station owners don’t do well, then they can’t pay their workers very much, and they have little money to spend in the pub. Therefore, if Maggie and I need to spend a pound, it’s with the greatest of care.”

“I understand …”

“Do you? As I said before, I don’t mind helping you out by providing a roof over your head and food, but you are going to have to pull your weight.”

“I told you, my father will pay …”

Tony could no longer hold his temper. He rudely interrupted her.

“I doubt we’ll ever see your father, so I suggest you get to work and help Maggie or you might find yourself out on your ear.” He turned on his heel and went back to the bar, intending to pour himself a large, stiff drink.

As Arabella mounted the stairs, she burst into tears. She couldn’t believe what a bad day she’d had and her head was pounding. She’d thought being lost in the desert was the worst thing that could have happened to her but nothing had gone right since. She opened the door to her room and went inside, throwing herself on her bed where she began sobbing. She was feeling particularly sorry for herself when she heard someone clearing their throat nearby. She turned, alarmed to see Jonathan Weston standing in her open doorway.

“Are you all right?” he asked kindly.

“Do I look all right?” Arabella snapped.

“I heard you crying …” he said. “If there’s anything I can do?”

Arabella got off the bed and went to the door.

“Unless you can get me to Alice Springs, there isn’t,” she said and slammed the door in his face.

Arabella went back to her bed and sat down, removing her hat and veil. She couldn’t believe that Tony McMahon had threatened to throw her out if she didn’t help Maggie. But she couldn’t kid herself that he hadn’t meant it, because it was painfully obvious to her that he had. And he’d said that he didn’t believe her father was going to come for her. How could he say something like that?

“Oh, mummy and daddy,” Arabella cried. “Where are you?” She fell on her bed and sobbed again.

An hour later, Arabella was drying her eyes and thinking about Jonathan Weston. She regretted being so rude to him. After all, he’d only been expressing concern for her. She didn’t have any allies in this woeful town, so she knew it wouldn’t be wise to knock back any offers of friendship. It also occurred to her that maybe he could suggest a way she could get to Alice Springs. After all, Maggie had said he’d traveled quite a bit in Australia.

Donning her hat and veil, Arabella opened her door. Jonathan Weston’s door was also open. She could see him sitting on his bed with his back to her. He appeared to be cleaning a piece of photographic equipment. Taking a deep breath she crossed the hall and tapped on his open door.

Jonathan turned, quite obviously surprised to see her.

“Hello,” Arabella said sheepishly. “I wanted to apologize for being so rude earlier. I was upset …”

“So I noticed.”

“It’s been a very rough day,” she said. “But I shouldn’t have bitten your head off. I’m sorry.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“Yes, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course not. Come in.”

Arabella hesitated.

“You can leave the door open,” Jonathan said. “Or we could go down to the lounge.”

Arabella thought about the lounge. She didn’t want to risk seeing Tony.

“I’ll leave the door open,” she said, stepping into the room. She was feeling particularly sensitive and defensive. The men in the bar had laughed at her; the children in the street had run away from her, the aboriginal women had thought she’d lost her mind. Now she was sure that Jonathan Weston was looking at her strangely.

“I suppose you think I look ridiculous, too,” she said, and whipped the veil and hat off. She stood before him, fully expecting him to recoil in horror when he saw her burnt, peeling face, but he didn’t.

“I’ve had worse sunburns than that,” he said, to her surprise.

Arabella didn’t believe him, and he could see it. He got up off the bed and went to a box full of photographs on top of a chest of drawers. He flicked through them, pulling one out.

“Take a look if you don’t believe me.” He handed her the snapshot.

Arabella gasped.

“How did that happen?” she asked, gazing at the photograph. He looked shocking, barely recognizable.

“My hat blew off on a particularly hot and windy day in the desert. I was so engrossed in what I was photographing, that I didn’t bother to chase it. Several hours later I looked like that. I just had to take a photograph, if just to remind myself to be careful in the future.”

“How long did it take before you looked normal again?” His skin was now smooth and a lightly tanned, healthy colour.

“A few weeks,” he said, and Arabella groaned. “Now I make sure I wear a hat that won’t blow off in the wind.” He looked at her face in sympathy.

“Sunburn is very painful, isn’t it? A cool bath helps, but unfortunately they can’t spare the water out here.”

“The pain is easing, but I thought after I’d peeled that my skin would be a normal colour, but it’s so pink.” She pointed to spots on her arms that had peeled, leaving bright pink skin underneath.

“That will fade quickly. You’ll soon look like your beautiful self again.”

Arabella was startled.

“How can you say that when I look so gruesome?”

“You don’t look gruesome. That’s just your perception.”

“My perception! When I look in the mirror I scare myself.”

“That’s because you are telling yourself you look shocking. If you thought differently, then you’d feel differently. It’s all about confidence.”

“I’ve never been a confident person,” Arabella admitted.

“There’s no reason why you shouldn’t be. I didn’t hide myself when I was sunburned. Of course, when anyone saw me they were initially shocked, but they got over it. I kept my head high, and nothing changed. Here, I’ll give you a demonstration.” Jonathan stood up again, but this time he hunched over and looked about sheepishly. He shuffled over to a chair in the corner and sat down on the edge, glancing fearfully from side to side.

“What kind of person do you see?” he asked Arabella.

“Someone shy and awkward,” she said.

“That’s right. Now let’s try that again.” He walked back to the bed. This time he stood up straight and kept his chin high, smiling confidently. With shoulders back, he sauntered across the room with an arrogant swagger, peering down his nose as he looked around.

“Now what do you see?” he said.

“A self-assured man, someone full of himself,” Arabella said smiling.

Jonathan laughed. “Exactly. I could be a well known actor, or a person of great importance. Right?”

“Yes,”

“But I’m the same person, am I not?”

“Yes.”

“So you see the only difference is my confidence. The man huddled on that chair would get no respect because he appears not to respect himself, but the man who swaggers across the room like he owns the world would be greatly respected. It wouldn’t matter if he was sunburned or not.”

Arabella laughed.

“I see your point,” she said.

“Good.” After a little pause Jonathan spoke again. “Maggie told me what happened to you. I’m very sorry.”

Arabella’s smile faded.

“I’ve been through a terrible ordeal and yet Mr. McMahon has just told me off for not helping his wife. He doesn’t believe my father will pay him for my room, so he wants me to work to earn my keep.”

“That’s fair enough,” Jonathan said.

Arabella didn’t reply, but he could see she didn’t like the idea.

“Surely you will get bored if you do nothing all day while waiting for the train to return,” he tried to convince her.

“I don’t know what I could do to help Maggie, Mr. Weston,” Arabella said. She was ashamed to admit that it was nothing out of the ordinary for her to do nothing all day, or that she didn’t have any idea how to do chores.

“Call me Jonathan, please.” He said friendly, but not reacting to her statement of not knowing how to help.

Arabella was forced to continue with her explanation. “Jonathan, I’ve never been a very healthy person, and we always had a servant.”

“If you don’t mind me asking, what’s been wrong with you?”

“Our family doctor said the smog and damp air in London affected me, which is why we came on a trip to Australia for a couple of months.”

“The heat is quite dry here, so that should help. Would you like to join me for dinner tonight? It could be a trial run without the veil and you’d have my company for moral support?”

Arabella was astonished, but she glanced at her dowdy caftan.

“I have nothing to wear,” she said. “I bought this ugly thing from the bazaar in case one of the aboriginals agreed to take me to Alice Springs. It was meant to protect me from the sun. I certainly wouldn’t wear it to dinner. But thank you for the invitation.” Arabella got up and went back to her own room, where she collapsed on the bed, again riddled with self pity.

An hour later, Arabella heard a knock on her door. She went to open it, but there was no one there. She glanced up and down the hallway, which was deserted. Jonathan Weston’s door was closed. Just then she noticed a parcel at her feet. She picked it up and took it into her room. Inside she found a note and two dresses. They had short sleeves, buttons at the neck and were calf length with belts. One was white with red trim and the other was pale blue with navy trim. They were quite stylish, at least for an outback town. Full of curiosity, she opened the note.

I hope one of these dresses will do to dine in. I’ll knock on your door at six o’clock.

Jonathan.

 

Arabella was speechless. Jonathan must have gone to the bazaar and bought the dresses for her. She looked them over again and smiled to herself. “How thoughtful and sweet,” she whispered. Arabella was so delighted that she didn’t even consider it was inappropriate to accept a gift of clothing from a man she hardly knew. Nor did she wonder if Jonathan had hidden motives. She glanced at the mirror over the chest of drawers, and wondered if she had the courage to face people. Thinking of Jonathan’s demonstration of confidence, she lifted her chin.


CHAPTER FIVE
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Arabella was trying on the white dress with red trim when there was a knock at her door. As it was only four o’clock in the afternoon she didn’t think it would be Jonathan Weston. She opened the door to find Tony standing there.

“We’ve had word that we’ve got more than twenty people coming for dinner tonight, so Maggie needs help,” he said tersely. “Get yourself down to the kitchen.”

“But …” Arabella stuttered. “What …”

“Now, Miss Fitzherbert,” Tony said impatiently.

As he was talking, Jonathan Weston opened his door wide. It had been ajar, so he’d heard what Tony had said. He glanced at Arabella and looked pleased when he saw that she was wearing one of the dresses he’d put outside her door. He almost smiled to himself when he thought of the deal he’d made with Mohomet Basheer in exchange for the dresses. He’d had to take a photograph of him standing proudly outside his bazaar, so that he could send a copy to his mother in his homeland, Kashmir. Apparently he’d written many times and told her about his store, but seeing a photograph would be proof that he was really prospering in Australia.

“I couldn’t help overhearing you say that you’ve got a lot of people coming to dinner tonight, Tony?” he said.

“That’s right. One of the stockmen from Lizard Creek just came in to let us know that Ruth and Bob Maxwell’s son, Troy, has surprised them with a visit. He’s on leave from the army and they haven’t seen him in two years. It’s also their anniversary today, so they want to celebrate at the hotel with their son and their staff, including the stockmen. That’s about twenty, and its short notice, so Maggie and I are in a bit of a fluster.”

“Is there anything I can do?”

“There’s plenty if you’re willing. I’d really appreciate the help.” Tony looked at Jonathan gratefully. He then glanced at Arabella and his tone became strict again.

“Hurry up and get yourself down to the kitchen, Miss Fitzherbert. There’s no time to waste.”

“All right,” Arabella said, understanding she had no choice.

Jonathan stepped into the hallway and closed his door. He gave Arabella a smile of reassurance before following Tony down the stairs. As Arabella trailed behind them she heard Tony tell him that Maggie needed wood chopped for the oven fire and that the axe and wood were out the back of the hotel.

When Arabella appeared in the kitchen doorway, Maggie was at the sink washing potatoes. It was obvious she was flustered. The kitchen was a long, narrow room, with an island bench in the centre and drab cupboards along two walls. Against a far wall, standing beside a brick oven and grill there was a free standing meat safe with wire netting on the front, an ice chest, and a large cabinet piled high with crockery. Under the only small window, which had an unappealing view of the outhouse, was the sink and draining boards. The floor was stone and the ceiling was about ten feet high and had fly paper hanging from it.

“Tony has asked me to give you a hand,” Arabella said in a small voice.

Maggie barely glanced at her.

“I’d appreciate it,” she said scrubbing at the dirt on the freshly dug up potatoes. “I need all the help I can get and I haven’t been able to find Missy or Lily.” Maggie dried her hands on a cloth and then mopped the perspiration on her brow with a handkerchief.

“You get on with washing these spuds, and then peel them.” She turned to look at Arabella, this time noticing she wasn’t wearing the veil. She also noticed the new dress. “Have you been back to Mohomet Basheer’s Bazaar?” she asked.

Arabella could see Maggie was alarmed.

“No.”

“Then where did you get that dress?”

“Jonathan … I mean … Mr. Weston bought it for me. He wanted me to dine with him tonight and I explained that I didn’t have anything to wear.”

Maggie frowned.

“Oh,” she said. “That was very … generous of him; especially as it’s unlikely he makes much money from his photography.” It flashed through her mind that Arabella had purposely hinted that she had nothing to wear so that Jonathan would buy her a dress. She wouldn’t have been thinking that way except that something Tony had said was still fresh in her mind. He’d accused Arabella of being a user.

“You’ll need an apron or that dress will get filthy,” she said, pulling one out of a drawer.

Arabella accepted it, and put it on. It felt strange to be wearing an apron as she’d never done so before, but she didn’t want to get her new dress dirty. She still had notions of having dinner with Jonathan, but not tonight, as the pub was going to be crowded and she wasn’t yet ready to show her face to so many strangers. Moving to the sink, Arabella contemplated the mound of potatoes sitting there. The bowl of water Maggie had been using was already dirty from the few potatoes that she’d washed. She wanted to say something about it, but she was hesitant.

Maggie opened the door to the fire box under the oven and began scraping out the ashes with a small shovel, brushing them into a pan.

“When you’ve finished with the water, throw it on the veggie patch out the back,” she said over her shoulder.

“Could I throw this dirty water out now and fetch a clean bowl?” Arabella asked hopefully.

“No, you won’t,” Maggie said aghast. “That will have to do.”

Arabella cringed as she put her hands into the dirty water and began scrubbing the potatoes. It felt awful, but she daren’t complain.

As Maggie tipped the ash from the fire box into a bucket, she glanced at what Arabella was doing. Her revulsion looked to an outsider as if she was taking great pains with what she was doing.

“You don’t have to be too particular with getting the spuds clean,” she said, “because you’ll have to peel them. When you’ve done that, cut the smaller ones in halves and the larger ones in quarters. I’m going to roast them with some beef. I think it will be the simplest way to feed so many.”

Jonathan came in carrying a bundle of wood, which he deposited in the bucket beside the fire box.

“How are you doing?” he asked Arabella.

“She hasn’t got time to chit-chat,” Maggie said. “And I’ll need at least another load of wood.”

Arabella rolled her eyes, but Jonathan smiled at her good-naturedly as he went out the door.

Half an hour later, Arabella was still struggling to peel the potatoes. Meanwhile Maggie was rushing around doing what she had to do, which included digging up some carrots and getting some pieces of beef ready to go into the oven. When she looked at the small amount of potatoes Arabella had done, she wasn’t very pleased.

“You’ll have to be quicker and you’re taking too much off those potatoes,” she complained. “Peel only the skin off because we’ve got a lot of mouths to feed and we don’t have any potatoes to spare.”

“I’m sorry,” Arabella said, close to tears. She was perspiring and her hands ached. “I’ve …” she glanced at Maggie self-consciously, “… never done this before.”

“I’ll do it,” Maggie said tut-tutting impatiently. “You scrape the skins off the carrots. You can manage that, can’t you?”

Arabella was pleased to give up the task of peeling the potatoes, but not so sure she’d fair much better with the carrots.

“I … think so,” she said without any confidence.

Jonathan came in with another bundle of wood and overheard what Arabella said. When she looked at him, he made a point of squaring his shoulders and lifting his chin to show confidence. But Arabella felt too down for it to have any affect. Looking confident wasn’t going to make her any more efficient, and she knew it.

So Arabella scraped and chopped the carrots, but too slow for Maggie’s liking. As soon as she had finished, Maggie bundled her out off the kitchen to set the tables in the dining room, which lifted Arabella’s flagging spirits just a little. At least setting a table was something she could do with a measure of aptitude as she’d spent a good part of her life dining in hotels with her parents. She was also pleased it was a clean job. As she moved around the tables setting out the cutlery she was astonished to notice the legs of a piano in the corner of the dining room under a large table cloth. There was a large vase sitting on top of it. She mentioned it to Maggie when she came in with a tray of salt and pepper shakers for her to put out.

“Why is this piano covered with a table cloth?” Arabella asked her.

“Because nobody here can play it,” Maggie replied. “And I got fed up of dusting it.”

“Who does it belong to?”

“It was here when we took over the hotel.”

“What a terrible waste,” Arabella said, but Maggie was too harried to take much notice, and only shrugged. “Tony is always threatening to use it for fire wood,” she said as she left the room.

Arabella gasped in horror.

“Can you make gravy?” Maggie asked when Arabella entered the kitchen again. Arabella was still thinking about how tragic it would be to burn a piano, but Maggie’s question distracted her.

Arabella blinked in surprise.

“No, we had a cook,” she said.

“Lucky you,” Maggie said sarcastically. “I wish I had a cook here. That reminds me, I’ll have to try and find Lily and Missy. I’ll need them to do the washing up tonight.” Maggie untied her apron.

“I’m going to look for them,” she said. She had the meat in the oven and the potatoes and carrots ready to go in. “Will you make sure the fire under the oven doesn’t die down in my absence, or the meat won’t cook? I think the chimney needs sweeping again because sometimes the fire goes out.”

“All right,” Arabella said apprehensively. “But what should I do if it does?”

“Add wood, of course. Keeping the temperature right is important. I’ll put the potatoes in the oven when I get back.”

After Maggie was gone for quite a while Arabella decided she wanted to have a closer look at the piano, so she went back to the dining room. She removed the vase and lifted the cloth covering it. She could hardly believe it was a baby grand piano and in beautiful condition, which made her curious about who it might have belonged to and how it came to be left behind. She tinkled the keys and listened. Miraculously, it was in tune, with a lovely note. Covering it again, she went back to the kitchen to check the fire under the oven. She tried to open the door but it wouldn’t budge. The handle appeared to be stuck fast. She hadn’t noticed Maggie had any trouble with it. She could wait for her to return, but she knew she’d be angry if she didn’t check the fire was still burning. It desperation she struck the handle with a mallet. A split second later the door flew open and a plume of black smoke and soot puffed out, blackening her face, neck and chest.

“Ugh,” she cried loudly.

Tony came running in from the bar.

“What the Hell is going on?” he asked when he saw Arabella’s soot covered face. She looked like a chimney sweep. He ran to the firebox and looked inside. His normally tanned face had gone as white as a sheet, a stark contrast to Arabella’s.

“I don’t know,” she cried. “Maggie asked me to keep an eye on the fire to see if it needed wood.”

Tony looked into the fire box again.

“My God, do you know what could have happened here? You are lucky the fire had all but gone out or the whole pub could have burnt to the ground.”

“Why?”

“Soot falling down the chimney while the fire is alight usually catches fire.” Tony scratched his head. “I don’t know why it came down. I only cleaned it out a few months ago, but I’ll see to it.”

Just then Maggie came in the door and her eyes widened when she saw the mess. Not only was black soot all over Arabella’s face, hair, shoulders and chest, but it was all over the floor as well.

“What happened?” she asked aghast. “I’ve only been gone a few minutes.” She couldn’t believe she’d left Arabella alone in the kitchen for such a short period of time and had come back to a disaster.

“Soot fell down the chimney,” Tony said. “Arabella said it just came down, but I don’t know how, unless she slammed the door.”

“I didn’t slam it. It wouldn’t open,” Arabella said incautiously.

Tony frowned.

“So what did you do?”

“I … hit the handle with that thing …” She pointed to the mallet that she’d dropped on the floor.

Maggie groaned in frustration.

“I thought the chimney needed sweeping,” she said. At least the meat was safe in the oven above the fire box, although it stopped cooking.

“I’ll get it sorted out, Maggie,” Tony said, knowing his wife was about to panic.

“How long will it take? We’ve got more than twenty guests for dinner in a couple of hours,” Maggie shrieked.

“I’ll be as quick as I can,” Tony said.

Maggie knew it would take the best part of an hour for Tony to get all the soot out of the fire box. Then they had to build another fire and get it hot again. She looked at Arabella accusingly.

“I didn’t know this would happen,” Arabella said. Tears were streaming down her face, leaving streaks through the soot.

“Get cleaned up,” Maggie said tersely. She knew it was an accident – but one that would not have happened if Arabella had not hit the handle with the mallet, and she didn’t need something like this to happen with so many people coming for dinner. “I’ll clean up in here.” She glanced at the oven again.

“My beef will stop cooking now,” she said. She turned to see her tray of potatoes covered in soot on the island bench and could have cried. “I’ll have to wash the potatoes,” she said looking at Arabella resentfully.

“Not a word to the guests about this. I don’t want them to know their vegetables have been covered in soot.”

Arabella nodded and left the kitchen with her head down. She had the feeling Maggie wanted her out of the way because she was more of a hindrance than a help, and she certainly couldn’t argue with that. Sobbing, she went to her room and cleaned herself up as best she could with a basin of water which took her ages and she longed for a bath as she never did before

After Arabella had brushed as much soot out of her hair as she could over the veranda railing, she washed her face and hands. Using the same water, she tried to wash the soot out of her white dress, but only succeeded in smearing it, so the dress looked worse than ever. She needed a large bowl of clean water, and was trying to think of a way to get it without being seen, when she heard an impatient knock on her door. She opened it to Tony again. She’d changed into the pale blue dress with navy trim. This time Tony noticed that she was wearing another new dress.

“Have you been putting more clothes on our account?” he asked her accusingly.

“No. Mr. Weston bought this for me,” Arabella said defensively.

Tony’s eyes narrowed.

“Did he now? How did you get him to do that?”

Arabella didn’t like what he was implying.

“I didn’t ask him to if that is what you are thinking. He invited me to dinner and I declined because I had nothing to wear. A short while later he left a parcel at my door. It contained two dresses. I think it was sweet and generous of him.”

“If you say so,” Tony said sarcastically. It only reinforced his idea that Arabella used people. “We need you downstairs again.”

Arabella’s heart plummeted.

“I really don’t feel very well, Tony. I have a head ache. Couldn’t Maggie manage without me?”

“Do you think I don’t have a headache? And you can bet Maggie does, too. Nevertheless, we have work to do and we need your help.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“You can serve the guests their meals and drinks.”

Arabella gasped.

“You want me to be a … waitress?”

“If that’s the fancy name you want to give it. Let’s go.”

Arabella panicked.

“I can’t be seen like this,” she said, pointing to her face while on the verge of tears.

“Don’t be thinking of wearing that ridiculous veil again. We can’t have our guests talking about the absurdly dressed help we have.”

“Well, if they all see my face they’ll have something else to talk about, won’t they?” Arabella said. “I don’t want the whole countryside discussing what a freak I look.”

Tony sighed and shook his head.

“The folk that live out here have a daily struggle just to survive. On the stations, the stock are dying of thirst and hunger, so the drovers have to take them hundreds of miles to find feed and water or try to get them to the markets down south before they die. Do you really think they are going to care if your face is sunburned?”

Arabella’s bottom lip wobbled.

“I can assure you the men from Lizard Creek will want to enjoy themselves tonight,” Tony said. “They’ll only be interested in the food and the grog. I doubt you’ll get a second glance.”

Arabella was hurt by his remark, but a far stronger emotion was building in her. Panic! How could she possibly go downstairs and serve people, something she’d never done before, with a face the colour of beet. She’d put them off their food.

“But … your … guests haven’t arrived yet, have they?”

“Some of them have and they’re a thirsty lot so I have to get back to the bar. You get yourself down to the kitchen.”

Despite what Tony had said about no-one caring what she looked like, Arabella was still concerned for herself.

“Couldn’t Maggie serve your guests while I stay in the kitchen?”

Tony’s patience with her was being tested.

“I don’t think she’d trust you in the kitchen alone again.”

Arabella smarted.

“What if I drop drinks or plates of food on your guests?” she said, hoping to dissuade Tony from the idea of her being a waitress.

“Look Miss Fitzherbert, any wastage costs us money we can’t afford to lose. We need the money our guests will bring in tonight if we’re to keep our heads afloat, so please … do your best.”

“All right,” Arabella said sulkily.

“I still can’t find Lily or Missy,” Maggie said when Arabella appeared again. “Will you turn the potatoes and carrots while I look for them?”

“Yes,” Arabella said, taking the big fork that Maggie handed her.

“And don’t touch the fire box or slam the oven door,” Maggie added as an afterthought. “There was no time to give the chimney a thorough clean out, so more soot might fall.”

The fire box kicked out a lot of heat and the kitchen was already stifling hot. Arabella was perspiring heavily as she turned the potatoes over. She wanted to do something that would please Maggie, so she tried to do it right, but the heat made her feel faint. She’d just put the tray of potatoes and carrots back in the oven when Jonathan came in.

“Are you all right?” he asked her.

“Yes, I’m just not used to this heat.” Arabella suddenly had an idea. “Do you know how to make gravy, Jonathan?” She knew there was little chance he’d ever done it, but she thought he may have seen his mother do it.

“Yes.”

“You do? Is it hard?”

“Not at all. I’m one of four boys and there weren’t any girls in my house so I used to help my mother sometimes. Don’t tell anyone that, though,” he said smiling.

“What is needed?”

“Just flour and the juices from the meat pan.”

“The juices … from the meat pan?”

“Yes, when the beef is cooked, you take it out of the pan you cooked it in, pour off any excess fat, and then add about three tablespoons of flour and some water and mix it around to get all the juices and flavorings from the pan. You then put the pan on top of a hot grill and stir until the flour thickens, adding more water as necessary. And there you have it, delicious gravy.”

“I can do that,” Arabella said to herself, full of hope to impress Maggie. “Will you light the fire box under the grill?”

“Yes, of course.” He proceeded to do so.

After Jonathan had gone, Maggie came back and said she’d found Lily and Missy, but Missy was drunk and Lily was well on her way.

“It always annoys me that some drovers give the aboriginal women drink. They know they can’t handle it,” she muttered angrily. “I’ve asked Rita to sober them up and send them over later. I hope she cleans them up too, because I don’t want them in the kitchen in the state they’re in.” Maggie checked the potatoes.

“You go and help Tony while the dinner is cooking. It’s too late to soak dry peas, but I’ve got some tins of peas in the cupboard I’ve been keeping for a special occasion. I’ll open them.”

In the pub Arabella tried to ignore the looks of astonishment she got from the men as she took those seated at tables glasses of beer on a tray. The tray held eight glasses and it was heavy. It also didn’t help that she shaking so much that the beer was spilling. When she returned to the bar with the empty tray, Tony told her to be careful as the men wouldn’t like their glasses short. Arabella felt like telling him that they should come to the bar and get their own beer, but she said nothing. Tony was already angry with her.

When Arabella took the next tray of drinks to a table, Tony was watching her and could see the men were staring at her as she silently put their drinks in front of them. That she didn’t speak or smile mystified them. Arabella wasn’t to know that outback folk were normally very friendly, but many of the drovers were also shy around women, especially those that didn’t get into towns often. Of course there also was a minority of men like Wally who did not even know the meaning of “shy”.

When Tony refilled her tray of drinks he explained.

“They’re not looking at your sunburn. A new face in town is always of interest. It wouldn’t do my business any harm if you managed a smile.” He filled her tray again and Arabella took it to another table.

Instead of staring at her in silence, this time one of the men spoke up.

“I haven’t seen you around here before,” Colin Robinson said. “Where are you from?”

“London,” Arabella said coldly.

“That’s Fitzi,” Wally Jackson called out. Wally was seated at the bar with Barry Bonzarelli. “Hey, Fitzi, where’s you’re fancy get up?” he called to her.

Arabella tried to ignore him, but he was embarrassing her.

“What’s your name, honey?” Les Mitchell asked. After a couple of drinks, the men had more courage.

“Arabella Fitzherbert,” she said quietly. She found she couldn’t make eye contact with the men. She glanced across to the bar, where Jonathan was helping Tony. She could see he felt for her.

“How long are you in town?” another man asked.

“I don’t know,” she said, and walked away. She heard the man mumble that she was ‘right unfriendly’, but she didn’t care. She didn’t want to talk to them because that would raise questions about why her face looked like an overripe tomato.

When Arabella went through to the kitchen after having served all guests, the pieces of roast beef were sitting on a warm plate, and the trays of potatoes and carrots were still in the oven. Maggie came back inside. She’d been outside sharpening the carving knife on the stone step.

“I think I can make some gravy, Maggie,” Arabella said.

“I thought you said you didn’t know how,” Maggie said suspiciously. She didn’t want anything else to go wrong.

“It’s not that hard,” Arabella said. “Jonathan told me how to do it. Do you have some flour?”

“Yes, in the larder.” Maggie fetched it, while Arabella emptied the excess fat out of the pan the beef had been cooked in. Arabella then added three tablespoons of flour to the pan, as Jonathan had said, and some water, and stirred it over the grill which was hot from the fire box. When nothing happened, she started to worry, but she kept stirring. Pretty soon, the flour turned a brown colour and thickened, but it was a bit lumpy. Maggie got an egg flip and stirred furiously until the lumps disappeared. Arabella was relieved, but not as relieved as Maggie was when it looked edible. 

“It doesn’t look too bad,” Maggie said, but dipped her finger in the corner to make sure it tasted all right. She then added a touch of salt.

“How is it?” Arabella asked.

“It will do,” Maggie said, “but it won’t go far. Add a bit more water.”

Arabella did as she said. Jonathan came through with a bucket that he intended to empty out the back. He looked at the gravy and smiled at her.

Maggie began carving the meat and putting out plates of food. The meal was more than an hour late and the guests were becoming very restless. Most of the men were already half drunk.

“Take these to the dining room,” Maggie said, as she lined up plates of food. “And be quick so the food doesn’t go cold.”

Arabella picked up two plates.

“Can’t you carry more than two?” Maggie asked her.

“Not if you don’t want them on the floor,” Arabella said.

Maggie thought she had better not press her so she took four through to the dining room herself and put them in front of guests, whom she greeted warmly. She’d set a special table for the Maxwell’s and their son, Troy. Maggie said hello but didn’t stop to talk to them. She rushed back to serve up more dinners.

As Arabella passed through the bar and lounge to get to the dining room with plates of food, Wally Jackson kept calling out. The drunker he got, the louder he got, and soon all the men were addressing her as Fitzi, even the guests. It made her furious.

Arabella tried to ignore Wally Jackson, but she was getting angrier by the minute. In the end she couldn’t take it anymore and confronted him.

“My name is not Fitzi,” she said angrily.

“Fitzi, Fitzherbert. What’s the difference?” he said smirking annoyingly.

She looked into his bleary eyes. She was aware that he’d been one of the first in the pub that day because she’d heard him, and she knew he’d had too much to drink. “It’s Miss Fitzherbert, to you,” she said flatly.

“Put that fancy get up of yours on again,” he said. “It’ll give the Maxwell’s guests a laugh.”

“Your drunken behaviour is enough of a floor show,” Arabella spat.

“I’m not the one with a face like a beetroot,” he slurred.

Arabella was humiliated beyond belief. She lowered her voice to a growl.

“I wouldn’t be too cocky if I was you,” she said. “I’ve seen your bare backside and it wasn’t a pretty sight.” She couldn’t believe she had said something like that, but she was so angry it just came out.

Wally was momentarily speechless.

“What are you taking about?” he said, glancing at his mates, not sure whether to call her bluff. Tony and Stuart Thompson had gone down to the cellar to fetch more beer. “Most people have seen my naked backside, haven’t they Bonzarelli?” He laughed, but Arabella felt like slapping him.

“I don’t doubt that,” she said. “But …” Arabella fought back angry tears. “… do they know while bearing your backside you grunt … like a pig?” She looked at Barry Bonzarelli. “Just ask Lily,” she said.

The men at the bar burst out laughing as Arabella walked away. She was so angry she was literally shaking. When she got back to the kitchen Maggie asked her what was wrong.

“It’s that … Wally Jackson fellow. He’s … so annoying.” She dabbed her tears.

“Don’t take any notice of Jacko. He’s quite harmless. Actually, if you get to know him, he has a good heart.”

“I don’t want to get to know him,” Arabella said. She had the feeling that Maggie saw only the good in people and she wasn’t sure that was an admirable quality.

“I hope you didn’t say something to offend him in front of his mates,” Maggie added. “It’s the one thing you should never do in a small town. Men are funny about things like that.”

Arabella blushed, but because of her sunburn, Maggie didn’t notice. She took a moment to compose herself before she took the next lot of plates of food out to the diners. This time, Wally said nothing. Although she didn’t look at him, she was conscious that he was glaring at her and that the men were still making fun of him.

When Arabella went back to the kitchen, Maggie was in a fluster. Arabella didn’t understand because all the meals had gone out and there hadn’t been any mishaps. She thought Maggie would be pleased.

“What’s wrong, Maggie?” she asked.

“I must spend time with my guests. Can you collect their empty plates and instruct Lily and Missy to get started with the washing up when they arrive? Rita promised she’d have them here in time to wash up. I wish I knew what’s keeping them.” Maggie untied her apron.

Arabella was feeling very tired, so she prayed the aboriginal women got there because if they didn’t, she knew Maggie would be asking her to wash up.

“If they don’t get here, you’ll have to start on the dishes,” Maggie said, just as Arabella knew she would. “If you don’t, I’ll be here until dawn tomorrow morning. I’ll come back and help you.”

Arabella was stacking the plates that she’d collected when she heard a loud voice out the back. She looked through the window to see Rita giving Lily and Missy a dressing down. A bucket lay on its side nearby. Arabella wasn’t sure whether one of the women had knocked it over, or whether Rita had kicked it. She appeared to be in quite a temper, and yet Lily and Missy were so busy squabbling, they didn’t seem to notice. Just seeing Rita made Arabella’s legs shake. She prayed she didn’t come inside with the women.

Arabella’s prayers were answered when Lily and Missy came through the back door without Rita. Her heart sank though because she could see that Missy was still drunk and Lily didn’t look much better.

“Maggie told me to tell you to begin washing up,” Arabella said nervously.

The women barely acknowledged her as they were bickering amongst themselves. Some of what they were saying was in their own language, but now and again Arabella caught a word in English. From what she understood, they seemed to be arguing about a man. Missy began picking up plates to wash, but in her inebriated state one slipped and fell to the floor, smashing.

“Oh, no,” Arabella said in dismay. She bent to pick up the pieces. She didn’t want to call Maggie because she wanted to handle the situation on her own.

Lily began shouting at Missy and in no time the women were having a full blown argument. For the first time Arabella wished that Rita was nearby to help her as they began hitting each other and screeching. If it wasn’t for the guests in the bar and lounge singing, Maggie would have heard them.

“Stop,” Arabella cried, too frightened to get between Lily and Missy. She grabbed a cup and scooped up some water from the bowl that the plates were to be washed in and threw it at the women. For a second they gasped, but then Missy ran out the back door, closely followed by Lily, who was still screeching at her.

“What’s going on?” Jonathan asked. He’d been on his way to see how she was getting on when he overheard the aboriginal women fighting from the hallway.

“I have no idea,” Arabella said breathlessly. She was still shaking. “Lily and Missy were supposed to be washing up, but they began fighting. Is Rita in the bar?”

“Maggie said she had a tummy upset from drinking too much, so she’s gone back to their camp. It looks like you need a hand here.” He glanced at the water on the floor.

“Aren’t you helping Tony?”

“He’ll be all right. Stuart Thompson just came in so he’s giving him a hand behind the bar.”

“I hope Missy and Lily don’t kill each other. Their argument was very heated.”

“Don’t worry about them. By morning, they won’t even remember what they were arguing about.”

Jonathan began washing plates, and Arabella dried them.

“This is not quite the evening we had planned is it?” he said, smiling warmly at her.

“Certainly not.” She was beginning to calm down. “I didn’t thank you for the dresses. It was very generous of you to buy them for me.”

“A lady can never have too many, right?”

“I’m afraid one of them might already be ruined. Soot spurted out of the firebox earlier and it went all over me. I was wearing an apron, but the dress still got soot on it. I probably still have some in my hair.”

“It sounds like you’ve had quite an eventful evening.”

“The worst in my life. Frankly I don’t know why anyone would voluntarily spend more than a minute in this town.”

“Sometimes you have to look closely to see hidden beauty in your surroundings,” Jonathan said.

“Marree is the ugliest place I’ve ever seen,” Arabella said. “The houses are tattered, there’s red dust blowing all the time, the aboriginals live in squalor. The Afghan quarter is vulgar. I can’t wait for the moment I leave.”

Arabella didn’t notice the touch of sadness in Jonathan’s dark eyes.

“That’s all the plates and cutlery,” Jonathan said after he’d handed Arabella the last plate he’d washed.

“Finally,” Arabella said, as she dried it and added it to the stack she’d already done that was on the kitchen dresser. She’d never done so much work in her life. In actual fact, she’d barely lifted a finger to do any work, ever, and was sure her parents would never believe it if they were told she was doing dishes in a hotel.

Maggie entered the kitchen with a tray of glasses. She was visibly surprised to see Jonathan at the sink. 

“Didn’t Lily and Missy turn up?”

“Yes, but they were drunk when they came in and only stayed long enough to get into a scrap with each other and break one of your plates,” Arabella said in disgust.

Maggie closed her eyes and sighed in exasperation.

“I see you’ve washed the dinner plates. That was very good of you,” she said, looking at Jonathan. “Thank you.” She sounded very weary.

“Everyone has gone except for a couple of station hands and they’re finishing last drinks. Tony’s walking Wally Jackson home because he’d never find his way in the state he’s in and Frankie Miller isn’t in town to walk him home.”

Maggie deposited the glasses on the bench. Suddenly her legs went wobbly and she reached out to steady herself with one hand while putting the other on her chest. Jonathan rushed to her side, and guided her to a chair.

“What’s wrong, Maggie?” he asked.

“I’m … just a little dizzy,” she said. “It happens … sometimes.”

“Perhaps you should go to bed.”

Tony walked into the kitchen and saw his wife slumped on a chair with Jonathan and Arabella looking concerned for her.

“Maggie! What’s wrong?” he asked, hurrying to her side.

Arabella noted how worried he sounded.

“Nothing is wrong, Tony,” Maggie said. “I just felt light headed for a moment. It’s the heat.”

“You’re exhausted. I’ll help you upstairs,” Tony said.

“Don’t fuss, dear. I’m fine. Besides, there’s still so much to do.”

“Don’t argue, Maggie,” Tony said sternly. “You need to be lying down. It’s been a long day … for both of us.”

“But the glasses …”

“We’ll take care of them,” Jonathan said.

“You’ve already done so much,” Maggie said.

“What’s a few more glasses?” Jonathan said. “You go up to bed.”

“Thank you,” Maggie said before she went willingly with her husband.

Arabella mentally groaned.

“I’m exhausted, too,” she complained when the McMahons were out of ear shot. “Can’t the glasses wait till morning?”

“Imagine how Maggie would feel if she had to face them first thing in the morning,” Jonathan said.

Arabella hadn’t thought of that, and she was amazed that Jonathan had. She concluded he was a thoughtful man and full of surprises. When she thought about it, not many men would volunteer to wash dishes. She’d never seen her father anywhere near the kitchen sink, even on their housekeeper’s day off.

Jonathan went to collect more glasses from the bar and dining room. He was on his way back with a tray full when he bumped into Tony at the bottom of the stairs.

“I came down to tell you and Miss Fitzherbert to leave the glasses,” he said. “You’ve both done enough tonight. I also should have mentioned before that Maggie and I appreciate your help.”

“Are you sure we shouldn’t do the glasses tonight?” Jonathan said.

“Yes. If you do, you’ll be here till the small hours of the morning and you must also be tired. They can wait.”

“We’ll get up and do them in the morning,” Jonathan said. “Tell Maggie to have a lie in.”

“I can try,” Tony said. “But I know she won’t listen.”

“Where’s Stuart Thompson?” Jonathan asked.

“He went up to bed nearly an hour ago. He was exhausted, but I’m not surprised. He’s been up the Oodnadatta track today, as far as the dingo fence. He went with Goolim Rasool and his camels. I know they left very early. Actually it was good of him to give me a hand, too. I could see he was dog tired when he got back. Good night.”

“Good night,” Jonathan said.

Jonathan went into the kitchen.

“Tony has just insisted we leave the glasses until morning,” he said to Arabella, who was visibly relieved. As they walked to the stairs, he said, “Speaking of tomorrow. Would you like to come for a walk with me?”

“Where to?” Arabella asked. She couldn’t think of anywhere in Marree that would be of interest to her.

“The Ghan town. I need to speak with Paddy Khan about taking me to Lake Eyre South tomorrow to take some photographs.”

“I don’t think so,” Arabella said.

Jonathan was not really surprised.

“Do you intend to swim in the lake?” she asked.

Jonathan laughed.

“That would be wonderful in this heat, but no. Lake Eyre is a salt flat. It only fills up when flood water comes down the Diamantina and the Warburton Creek from Queensland and that’s a very rare occurrence. I’ve already been out there and the light at sunset and sunrise on the salt flat was sensational, so I want to take some more photographs.”

“What do you do with your photographs?”

“When I get a collection of really good ones I hold an exhibition and sell them.”

“Do you do well?”

Jonathan was taken back by her directness.

“Sometimes,” he said. He’d been disturbed by her attitude to the town so he thought it would be good for Arabella to go with him to the Ghan town so that she could broaden her way of thinking.

“The Afghans are wonderful people when you get to know them,” he said. “Paddy is quite a character. As you may have guessed by the name he’s half Irish, half Afghan.”

Arabella still looked doubtful.

“Come with me,” Jonathan said. “We won’t be long and it will get you out of the hotel for a short time.”

“All right,” Arabella said.


CHAPTER SIX
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The next morning, when Arabella came downstairs she found Maggie was already in the kitchen, and she’d collected all the glasses ready to be washed. Just as Arabella entered via the hallway, Missy and Lily came through the back door. They were accompanied by Rita, who looked surprisingly spotless in another pink shift. That she obviously liked such a feminine colour was baffling to Arabella. Rita ignored her, much to her relief, while Missy and Lily hung their heads in shame. Arabella immediately had a mental picture of two naughty school children being brought to task.

“These two got somethin’ to say, missus,” Rita said, glaring at the girls.

Even though Arabella had not been impressed with Lily and Missy’s behaviour, as the objects of Rita’s ire, she still felt sorry for them.

Still with their chins down, Missy and Lily looked up at Maggie with their large dark eyes.

“Sorry we let you down, missus,” Lily said.

They saw all the dirty glasses Maggie had collected.

“Can we wash up for you now, missus?” Missy asked.

Maggie was still tired so she was prepared to be lenient with them.

“Two of my guests were going to do them for me. They washed the plates and cutlery last night.” Maggie was usually up at dawn but this morning she’d slept a little later. Even so, she hadn’t been surprised to find that she was still up before Arabella and Jonathan and had been intent on washing the glasses herself, but she didn’t want to let Missy and Lily know that.

“Please, missus,” Lily said.

Maggie knew they needed the money.

“All right. Lily, you wash the floor while Missy gets started with the glasses. But you are only getting half what I promised you because you’re only doing half the job and I was told one of you broke a plate last night.”

“All right, missus. That’s fair,” Missy said.

Arabella noted Missy was sporting a black eye, and Lily had scratches on her face. Her first thoughts were that they had continued their fight after leaving the hotel, but then looking at Rita’s angry expression, she wondered if she had attacked the women.

“How are you, Rita?” Maggie asked.

“All right, missus.”

“You’d be even better if you stopped getting on the grog. You know it upsets your stomach.”

“I know, missus.” Rita rubbed her tummy and grimaced.

Maggie suspected Rita had ulcers, but she shook her head because she knew Rita wouldn’t stop drinking, no matter what she said. It was her weakness and unfortunately the men knew it. Once they got her drunk she couldn’t protect the other aboriginal women, and they could take advantage of them. Maggie also knew it had become something of a challenge to the men to get Rita drunk, especially as she could drink most of them under the table.

Arabella had come downstairs with the bowl of water containing her white dress, which was a sorry sight. With all the soot in the water it was an unrecognizable grey.

“Maggie, who does the laundry?” Arabella asked when Rita had gone.

Maggie looked astonished. She glanced into the bowl.

“I do mine and Tony’s, and the linen from the beds. The guests do their own washing. You can get a bucket of bore water to wash that out,” Maggie said, looking at the dress again.

“Me?” Arabella said in astonishment.

“Who else?” Maggie asked. “The pump for the bore water is out the back between the hen house and the veggie patch.”

“I … assumed you employed someone to do the laundry.”

“Goodness, no. I suppose that seems strange to you. I doubt the licensees of English pubs would do their own laundry, but out here it’s a different story. We make very little money, certainly not enough to pay employees. Tony and I do mostly everything ourselves. When we need meat he has to slaughter a lamb or a steer himself, and he mends the roof if it needs it. I bake bread in our bake house, sometimes enough for the whole town and I even wash all the windows, a job I detest. Mind, I don’t do it often. The dust is always blowing, so it’s a waste of energy. I can only employ Lily and Missy to wash up if we have more than ten people in to dine. Even then, they understand that I can’t afford to pay them much.”

Arabella decided to leave the washing of her dress until after breakfast because she wasn’t relishing the task. While she was having her tea and toast in the dining room, she was joined by Jonathan.

“I overslept this morning,” he said, embarrassed. “So there went my good intentions. Although Maggie has just told me that Lily and Missy are washing the glasses.”

“That’s right,” Arabella said, unable to hide how relieved she was feeling about that.

“Are you still coming with me to the Ghan town?” he asked her after she gestured for him to join her at her table.

“No, I don’t think so,” she replied. “I’ve got some washing to do. The white dress you bought me is in a terrible state.”

Jonathan had the feeling she was just avoiding the Afghans.

“Can’t that wait an hour?”

“No, I want to get it done.”

Jonathan poured himself tea and helped himself to toast.

“Did you know the outback of Australia was opened up by the Afghans and their camels?” he asked.

“No,” Arabella answered.

“The first Afghans arrived in South Australia in 1838. They acted as guides for several major expeditions into the outback, and later helped with the construction of the Overland Telegraph line and the railways. They erected fences, and also supplied almost every inland mine or station with its goods and services until the train was running.”

“Really?” Arabella said.

A young man entered the dining room.

“Good morning,” he said cheerily.

“Good morning, Stuart,” Jonathan replied.

“We didn’t formally meet yesterday evening,” Stuart said, addressing Arabella. “I’m Stuart Thompson.” He fixed her with steely blue eyes.

“Arabella Fitzherbert,” Arabella stammered, surprised that he was so young, and quite good looking, in a rugged way. He was dressed very casually in light trousers and a thin shirt with the sleeves rolled up, revealing arms deeply tanned. His golden brown hair had sunbleached streaks through it, which were very attractive. It was a little long and untidy, but somehow that added to his overall rugged appeal.

Arabella had to look away as she’d never seen eyes so blue before and found them quite mesmerizing. She’d caught the barest of a glimpse of him, usually the top of his head as he served drinks the previous evening as she rushed to and fro between the dining room and the kitchen, but she’d been too harried to stop and meet him properly.

“I heard the men calling you Fitzi,” Stuart said with laughter in his voice.

She looked at him again, and noticed a mischievous twinkle in his blue eyes that made her blush.

“Don’t you dare call me that,” she said with a shy grin. “Because I won’t answer.”

“All right, if you promise not to refer to me by the moniker they’ve given me,” he said.

“Tommo?” Arabella asked quite coltishly – surprised by her own behaviour.

He grimaced before breaking into a boyish smile.

“You’ve got yourself a deal,” Arabella said smiling back at him.

“I get Jonno,” Jonathan said, taking a keen interest in the interaction between Arabella and Stuart Thompson, which seemed almost flirty. ”But I don’t mind. You’ll soon get used to your nicknames.”

Arabella and Stuart looked at each other and shook their heads.

“You got a bit sunburned yesterday,” Jonathan said, addressing the miner.

“There was a terrible hot wind up north,” Stuart said, pouring a cup of tea from a pot and adding a smear of marmalade to a slice of toast. “I’ll have to make sure I wear a hat with a much broader brim today.”

“Are you heading off again?” Jonathan asked.

Arabella found she was quite interested in his reply.

“Yes, I’ll be gone a few days,” Stuart said.

“Is Goolim going with you?”

“No, not this time. He’s lending me a pack camel, though.”

“Are you sure you can handle one on your own?” Jonathan asked. “Some of them can be difficult.”

“Goolim had me in training yesterday, so I think so.”

“I was just telling Arabella about the Afghans,” Jonathan said.

“They’re a remarkable lot of people,” Stuart said. “Where would the early explorers have been without them?”

“Nobody would be living out here,” Jonathan said.

“I don’t think that would be a bad thing,” Arabella commented.

Stuart and Jonathan glanced at each other in surprise.

“The Afghans have been so important to the Europeans who wanted to settle out here,” Jonathan said, “and especially their camels.”

“I think camels are horrible creatures,” Arabella said, crinkling her nose as she took another bite of her toast.

“Horses couldn’t survive in the desert like a camel,” Stuart said. “Camels can eat harsher plants than a goat and go without water for several days. When they do drink, they are able to drink and stock more than one hundred litres of water in ten minutes. In the wet season up north, they can travel over sodden ground without becoming stuck because the pads on their feet spread out as they do on desert sand.”

“The Afghans are a hardly lot, too,” Jonathan added. “They quite often eat only twice a day and can survive with ease in very harsh conditions.”

“Apart from taking people like you into the desert, what do they do out here?” Arabella asked. “Maggie mentioned they fetch spring water for the town and Mohomet Basheer used to take clothing out to the stations, but there are many of them and hundreds of camels. They can’t all be doing the same thing.”

“When the train is not running, the Afghans and their camels are used for carting goods from down south. One cameleer can be in charge of a string of fifty camels. They even bring grog to hotels along the Ghan line, like this one and the Trans Continental at Farina.”

“But Tony said that alcohol is against the Afghans’ religion and they won’t even come into the hotel,” Arabella said.

“That’s right, it is,” Stuart said, “which makes them perfect for carting grog. Tony can be sure all the grog he orders will get here. They won’t touch a drop.”

“Not all those collectively called Afghans are from Afghanistan,” Jonathan said. “They’re from Baluchistan, Kashmir, Sind, Egypt, Persia, Turkey and the Punjab.”

“I haven’t seen any women with them,” Arabella said suspiciously. “Why is that?”

“They didn’t bring any out to Australia,” Jonathan said. “But a lot of them have wives and children back home. They were originally brought out for the specific purpose of opening up the outback, and always intended to return to their homelands. However, lots of them started their own businesses and made a life here. One man here in town, Faisal Ahmed, or Fuzzy Ahmed as he is known, eked out a living gouging copper out of the ground on Rosebud Station. Goolim was a hawker, but ended up owing a shop keeper a lot of money, so he came here. Those that have families back home send them money.”

“They can have more than one wife,” Stuart said, his blue eyes twinkling again, “so a lot of them have taken aboriginal or European wives.” 

“Oh,” Arabella said. “What an odd thing to do.” She didn’t know what else to say as Stuart was watching her closely.

“Now that vehicles are becoming motorized, the Afghans know their time and usefulness to the European community is limited,” Jonathan said sadly. “I doubt their future in this town will extend for much longer.”

“They look very untrustworthy to me,” Arabella said. “When we stopped in town on the train a couple of them were trying to peer into our compartment window. They scared the life out of my mother.”

“They were probably just curious, or hoping to sell you some of their wares,” Jonathon said. “I can assure you they would have meant you no harm.”

Tony approached their table.

“Good morning all,” he said. “Miss Fitzherbert, please help Maggie with the cleaning today. I think she overdid it yesterday, and she will today if she doesn’t get any help.”

“Lily and Missy are helping her,” Arabella said.

“They washed the dishes and the floor, but they’ve gone now and there’s plenty to do. You can start by helping clean up the breakfast things.”

Arabella glanced at Jonathan. Suddenly a walk to the Ghan town seemed more appealing.

“I was going to do some washing and Jonathan invited me to go for a walk with him,” she said.

“Maggie needs your help,” Tony said sternly.

“We can go to the Ghan town together another time,” Jonathan said quickly.

“All right,” Arabella sighed. “I’ll just finish my tea and toast.”

Tony gave her a look that suggested she didn’t dilly-dally and then left them. He was still of the opinion that Arabella was lazy, but rather than argue with her in front of paying guests he bit his tongue.

“I did speak with one of the Afghans about taking me to Alice Springs,” Arabella said to Jonathan before she drained her tea cup.

“Who was that?”

“Faiz Mohomet.”

“I know Faiz quite well. What happened? Did he refuse you?”

“Yes.”

“Did he give you a reason?”

Arabella wondered whether to tell Jonathan that Faiz behaved in a very rude manner, but decided against it.

“I wanted to use him as a guide and travel in a horse and buggy. Now I understand that wouldn’t be practical.”

“Would you like me to speak to him for you? I’m sure he’d be willing to take you by camel.”

The idea of getting out of Marree greatly appealed to Arabella – especially since she was now being treated like an unpaid servant. She’d even ride a camel if she really had to.

“Would you, Jonathan?”

“Certainly. I’ll see him when I go to see Paddy and let you know what he says as soon as I get back.”

Stuart stood up to go.

“I’ll catch you in a few days,” he said, donning his hat. He smiled at Arabella, and his blue eyes seemed to sparkle. She felt her heart flutter, but she also felt embarrassed about her sunburnt face.

“Good bye,” she said, blushing.

“Take care,” Jonathan said. He’d noticed Arabella’s reaction to the miner, and didn’t know what to make of it.

Instead of helping Maggie in the kitchen, Arabella tried to wash her dress as best she could in the stone laundry out the back, where there was a large copper used for boiling the linen, but she couldn’t get the soot out of it.

While looking for the laundry she’d stumbled upon a store room made of thick stone. The door was locked but she’d been able to see in through a small window. With her face close to the window she could feel the coolness in the room. Half way across the room was a fly screen and the meat was kept on the far side of it. It was hanging from rafters on pieces of wire, alongside cheese cloth bags containing cheese and butter. Arabella was not to know that the perishable foods were hanging to keep them safe from vermin. Just inside the door there were drums where flour, oats and sugar were stored, also tins of oil and large slabs of white stuff, which she didn’t know was salt from Lake Eyre. 

Finally, Arabella went to ask Maggie for her help with the dress.

“You need to use Sunlight soap,” Maggie said. She showed Arabella a block in a box with Sunlight written on it, which was on a shelf.

After Maggie returned to her chores, Arabella scrubbed until her hands hurt. She could see the stains were coming out but it was a slow, laborious job. She was still scrubbing when Tony found her.

“So this is where you are hiding,” he said accusingly.

“I’m not hiding,” Arabella replied indignantly.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“Laundry,” Arabella said defensively. She didn’t mention that it was her own and Tony didn’t ask if it was something Maggie wanted her to do.

“Maggie needs some vegetables dug up and I don’t want her doing it in the heat after she felt so weak last night, so can you do it when you’ve finished here?”

For a moment Arabella just stared at Tony with her mouth open.

“I can’t go out into the sun to dig in the garden.”

“Of course you can. You’re younger than Maggie and she does it regularly.”

“What … about my sunburn?”

“Wear a hat. Maggie needs some potatoes and carrots for dinner tonight. Also the outhouse needs cleaning.”

Arabella’s eyes widened further.

“I’m not doing that,” she said aghast. “I don’t care if you throw me out.”

“Well someone has to do it,” Tony said angrily. It was usually his job, but he didn’t tell Arabella that.

“Well it won’t be me,” she said vehemently. “Just thinking about it makes me want to … to vomit.”

Tony could see she had gone white at the thought, which in all honesty he understood, but her attitude thoroughly annoyed him. He seriously contemplated throwing her out, but her only saving grace was that she might be some small help to his wife – what would be like a gift from heaven.

“All right. You can muck out the stable instead.”

“The stable?”

“Yes, it’s about twenty yards past the vegetable garden. Stuart Thompson’s horse is using it. Dig the vegetables up first, and give Maggie a hand in the kitchen. The spade is behind you in the corner, and there’s a bucket there, too.”

Before Arabella could object, Tony walked away.

Edward Fitzherbert wiped sweat from his brow. He was standing on a street corner, with gusts of hot wind blowing around him. Between one o’clock and four o’clock every afternoon, the hottest time of day, Alice Springs looked like a ghost town. He was practically the only lonely soul wandering around.

Over the last two days Edward had been in every hotel in Alice Springs, most several times, asking staff and customers if they knew anyone who would go out into the desert to search for Arabella. He wasn’t a drinking man, but he’d always bought a drink before mixing with the locals. He’d soon found they wouldn’t talk to him unless he was drinking and shouting them a drink. He’d also stopped in every shop and church. The only establishments he hadn’t been in were the bordellos, because he knew that was something Clarice wouldn’t understand under any circumstances. He’d even stopped people on the streets. The most common reply to his enquiry was “the abos will go”.

As the town aborigines looked undernourished, scruffy and smelt awful, Edward hadn’t felt he could trust them with something so important. They weren’t allowed in the hotels but somehow most of them still managed to get drunk. Some peddled art on street corners, others begged for money. He’d been accosted several times at night, when they’d sprung out from dark, lonely doorways to ask for money or cigarettes.

He’d been told the Afghans might take him into the desert, but the one or two he’d seen in town also looked untrustworthy and didn’t want to be bothered with his problems.

It frustrated Edward that none of the white settlers in the area appeared to have any expertise in the desert. Most had experienced its harsh cruelty in one way or another, be it stock losses or the human cost, and they weren’t willing to risk their lives for any amount of money. He found out those that lived in the town didn’t venture far, and those that came in from the stations were quick to point out how many people had lost their lives in the harsh desert.

“You survive out there,” Edward pointed out in frustration.

“We don’t go far from the homestead without a tracker or aboriginal stockman,” they told him.

It was Edward’s sheer frustration that drove him to near desperation, especially as time was crucial. As the minutes and hours ticked by, he felt a part of him die. He was slowly going out of his mind with grief, and there appeared to be nothing he could do about it.

Edward sank down on a bench in Todd Street. He was on the verge of having a mental breakdown, and couldn’t even recall the confident man who had set out on an adventure with his family to Australia. If they didn’t find Arabella alive, that man would be lost forever and so would his wife. “We may as well all have perished in the desert,” he said aloud.

“You lookin’ for a tracker, boss?”

Startled, Edward looked up to find himself confronted by three aboriginals. They were all scrawny and poorly dressed, so he instinctively became alert. As the streets were deserted, it crossed Edward’s mind that they intended to rob him. “I have been looking for someone who will go into the desert to find my daughter, or someone who will take me. How did you know?”

“Some fellas told us you bin asking around.”

“Do you know of someone capable of helping me?”

“You gonna pay for them to go?”

“Yes, of course.”

“We can find your daughter, boss,” the same man said.

“You?” Edward looked at each of them again. He was thinking of the endurance it would take to travel in the desert and their skinny legs and malnourished bodies were hardly reassuring. He was sure he’d last longer out there.

“We’re the best trackers in the Territory, boss.”

“Oh,” Edward said in surprise. “Have you done this sort of thing before?”

“Yes, boss, lots of times.”

“Really?” Edward said, his hopes rising just a little. He wanted to believe them, but he couldn’t help feeling suspicious. “My daughter has been missing for days,” he said. He didn’t want any misunderstandings. “It’s quite probable she fell from the Ghan express, so she may be injured.”

“We can find her, boss,” the aboriginal claimed. Hearing the confidence in his voice made Edward almost collapse with relief.

“I’m Edward Fitzherbert,” he said, extending his hand.

“I’m Billy and this is Charlie and Danny.”

“They’re English names,” Edward said without thinking.

“We don’t use our tribal names in town, boss,” Billy said, giving Edward a gaping, toothless grin.

It was the first really friendly face Edward had encountered since arriving in Alice Springs.

“How soon can we begin searching?” he asked eagerly.

“You must stay here, boss. We go.” Billy pointed to his comrades and the surrounding desert.

“Oh,” Edward said, thinking how relieved his wife would be to have him around. “Well, how soon can you go?”

“We go today, boss. Now if you like,” Billy said.

Edward was joyous. Finally, Arabella would be found.

“Wonderful,” he said eagerly. “If you stick close to the railway line, you should find her. She’s about five feet four inches tall with golden brown hair …”

Billy held up his hands.

“We won’t get her mixed up with all the other white sheilas out there, boss.” 

“What?” Edward asked bewildered, as he looked into Billy’s dark eyes. Was this fellow pulling his leg? Suddenly, realization dawned. “Oh, I see your point. There is no need to describe Arabella.”

Billy nodded.

“Well, I won’t hold you up then,” Edward said. “I can’t wait to give my wife the news that someone will be searching for our daughter.”

“We want twenty pounds to go,” Billy said.

Edward blinked in surprise and looked at the three of them, who were all watching him with steady gazes and expressionless faces.

“Twenty pounds?” he said.

“That’s right, boss,” Billy said. “That’s between the three of us. That’s a good deal, boss. We’ll split up in the desert to cover more ground.”

“Oh, I see,” Edward said. He had expected to pay them, but twenty pounds was a lot of money. He thought of poor Arabella laying hurt somewhere and knew without a doubt that he’d pay ten times that amount to have her back, and more.

“We want the money now,” Billy said.

“Now?” Edward repeated. For a few seconds he wasn’t sure whether to trust the aborigines, but then he’d had no other offers of help, and he was desperate. “How about half now, and the other half when you get back?”

“No, boss, all now or we don’t go. We’ve been let down by white fellas before. We did what they wanted and they didn’t pay us.”

“All right,” Edward said. He had no doubt they’d been mistreated by the white community, who seemed to have no respect for the aboriginals in town at all. Lots of people he’d encountered in the hotels had said terrible things about them. “I’m staying at the Central Hotel just up the street. I’ll be waiting there for news.”

Billy took the twenty pounds that Edward offered.

“We’ll bring your daughter back, boss.” With that the aborigines headed off and Edward went back to the Central Hotel to tell Clarice the good news.

Arabella had been prodding the hard earth for only a few minutes when blisters began to appear on her hands. She had no idea what she should do, as she’d never been near a vegetable garden in her life. Determined not to get burnt anymore she was wearing the large hat she’d borrowed from Maggie, and the caftan she’d got from the bazaar. It was loose, but she was still perspiring profusely. When Maggie brought some dirty water out for the garden, she found Arabella whimpering and examining her hands with a painful expression on her face.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“I’ve got blisters,” Arabella cried, “and I haven’t found one vegetable.”

“You have to dig a bit deeper than an inch if you expect to find them,” Maggie said frowning. “Here, let me show you.” She took the spade from Arabella and began digging, using her foot on the edge of the spade to push it deeper into the hard ground. The sun was fierce and there was no shade over the vegetable garden, where not even a weed dared to grow on the surface. Even the carrot heads were eaten as soon as they appeared.

“The soil looks terrible,” Arabella said. “And it’s so hard and stony.”

“That’s because there hasn’t been any rain for years. We’re lucky we can grow a few spuds and carrots, but that’s only because I recycle the water from the hotel.”

The bore pump was nearby. And so was the hen house and pen.

“Why not use bore water?” Arabella suggested.

“Because it’s too salty,” Maggie said. “We can’t give it to the chickens, either.”

Arabella had noticed a crude wire fence around the garden, but in places there was holes in it. The garden was also full of large ants, and other strange creepy-crawlies. She just wanted to run inside. Under a tree off in the distance she could see some kangaroos lounging in the shade. How she envied them.

Maggie noticed her looking in the direction of the tree.

“They’re not silly, are they?” she said, referring to the roos. “They keep out of the heat during the day, foraging for food in the morning and evening.” Suddenly she stumbled forwards and nearly fell over.

“Maggie,” Arabella said taking her arm to steady her. “Are you all right?”

“I’ll have to go inside,” she said.

“Shall I come with you?” It would be a good excuse to get out of the sun.

“No, I’ll be fine. I just need a drink of water.” Maggie wandered off.

Arabella watched her go. She wondered if she was ill, but surely Tony would have said so.

Arabella continued to dig, wincing when she hurt her hands. She didn’t see Tony approaching her, so she nearly jumped out of her skin when he yelled at her.

“Why was Maggie digging in the garden when I asked you to do it?” he shouted.

Arabella gasped with fright.

“I … she was just showing me what to do.”

“I told you I didn’t want her digging in the garden.”

Arabella could see how worried he looked.

“Is … she ill?” she asked.

Tony looked momentarily uncomfortable. He seemed about to say something, but changed his mind and walked away.


CHAPTER SEVEN
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“It looks like we might only have three in for dinner tonight, besides ourselves,” Maggie said when Arabella came in from the vegetable garden. “Les, Ted Wallace and the General store keeper Fred Powell. Fred also runs the post office by the way. I’ve decided to do steak and egg sandwiches. They all enjoy them.”

“The post office,” Arabella said excitedly. “You mean I could write to my parents and tell them I’m all right?”

“Of course you could. But the letter wouldn’t go anywhere until the train is running.”

“Oh, that’s right.” Arabella glanced at the bucket she was carrying containing dirty carrots and potatoes. “But what about these?”

“Don’t worry about those,” Maggie said. “They’ll keep for tomorrow night. She was kneading bread and the fire box under the oven had been stoked. She’d also laid the wood in the fire box under the grill ready to be lit for cooking the steaks.

“Could you collect some eggs from the hen house, Arabella? Use that bowl.” She gestured to a tin bowl on the counter.

Arabella could already feel the heat building up in the kitchen. It made her feel faint, so she wasn’t surprised that Maggie had dizzy spells. Putting the bucket on the counter, she sighed wearily. She couldn’t believe she had blisters on her hands and a backache, and now Maggie wasn’t even going to cook the spuds and carrots it had taken her more than an hour to dig up.

“But I haven’t cleaned out the stable yet,” Arabella moaned.

“The stable? Did Tony ask you to do that?”

Arabella nodded, on the verge of tears.

“I’ll talk to him,” Maggie said. “You shouldn’t have to do that.”

“He asked me to clean the outhouse too,” Arabella complained, shuddering at the thought.

Maggie frowned.

“I don’t know what’s gotten into him.” She continued to knead the bread with a frown on her face. “Tony says everyone is speculating about Stuart Thompson’s search for gold.” She put extra flour on her hands to stop them from sticking to the dough. “He’s not saying much, but a lot of the men think he must know where there is a rich deposit.”

“Do you think it’s true? That would be exciting,” Arabella said. Her spirits had lifted because she wouldn’t have to clean the stable with Maggie as her ally. 

“If it is, it’s hard to keep secrets in a small town and gold fever is a funny thing. It can drive sane men crazy. Oh, I nearly forgot, Tony said Jonathan Weston was looking for you a little while ago. I told Tony you were still in the vegetable garden, but apparently it wasn’t anything important.”

Arabella became angry because Tony had known she had been in the vegetable garden and he hadn’t sent Jonathan out to see her. “Where is Jonathan now?”

“I think he went up to his room to prepare his departure early this afternoon.”

“He might have good news for me,” Arabella said, hurrying out of the kitchen.

“Collect the eggs first …” Maggie called after her, but Arabella didn’t stop. As Maggie went back to her work she wondered what sort of good news Jonathan could have for Arabella. The telegraph line was still down and as far as she knew no hawkers had come into town from Alice Springs.

Arabella found Jonathan in his room.

“Hello,” she said from the open doorway. “I was just told you were looking for me. I hope you have some good news.”

Jonathan turned. He was sitting on his bed with his back to the door, polishing camera lenses ready for his trip.

“I’m afraid not,” he said.

Arabella was discouraged.

“Oh,” she said, dropping her head.

Jonathan stood up and came towards her.

“None of the Afghans will take you to Alice Springs,” he said gently. “I’ve asked them all. They think very highly of their camels and … apparently … you insulted them.”

“I only spoke the truth,” Arabella said defensively.

Jonathan had been appalled to hear from Faiz Mohomet that Arabella had called the camels “stinking creatures”. As far as he was concerned she had a lot to learn about diplomatic relations.

“I’m sorry,” he said. He’d actually apologized to the Afghans on her behalf, but they’d made up their minds. They disliked her intently, and Jonathan couldn’t see that changing in the near future. “The Afghans are very sensitive about certain issues,” he said.

“They are confronted by a lot of discrimination here in Australia. For one thing, they’re not allowed to become citizens because they are Asian. That seems so unfair given all the hard work they’ve done, and still do.”

“They can’t blame me for that. I never said anything about them, only the camels.”

“They identify very closely with their camels, and they have a lot of respect for them and what they can do. So when you insult their camels, you are insulting them.”

Arabella was too hurt and humiliated by their rejection to consider the Afghans’ feelings.

“I wouldn’t feel safe traveling such a long distance with one of them, anyway,” she said. “I’ll just have to wait here until the train returns with my parents on it. I’m sure it won’t be long.”

“I hope you are right,” Jonathan said.

“I just want to get out of Marree. I’m not a cleaner or a cook, but try telling Tony McMahon that.” Arabella pouted. “I told him I’ve never done domestic chores and he can see I’m not good at them. I’ve told him my father will pay my hotel bill and that I shouldn’t have to work, but he doesn’t believe me. I can’t wait to see his face when my parents do come back. I hate it here. I desperately want my old life back.”

Jonathan could sense her frustration. He was getting a mental picture of what her life had been like. It was obvious she didn’t like doing chores, but more importantly she didn’t have the natural desire to help people, which lead him to believe she’d been over-indulged. Another clue that she’d been spoiled was that she couldn’t see things from other people’s point of view. Obviously she’d never had to. He also wondered about the illnesses she had claimed to suffer from. She didn’t seem to be a particularly frail person, despite what she’d been through, so he had been considering the possibility that she was just a frightened young woman, hiding behind imaginary ailments. What her fear was, he hadn’t yet worked out, but he was keen to learn more about her.

“You’re from London, aren’t you?” he said.

“Yes. I miss going to the theatre and to grand hotels like the Dorchester for afternoon tea. And you have no idea how much I miss our comfortable home, my bedroom, and my big, soft bed. Because I spent a lot of time ill with coughs and chest infections, Nellie, our housekeeper always had a log fire going in my bedroom, so I was warm and comfy, and mummy took good care of me.” Arabella felt a moment of intense homesickness and a longing to see her parents again. She missed her mother fussing over her and for the first time realized how much she had taken her loving care for granted. She had never imagined her life would change. Even now she was sure her situation was only temporary. Her parents would return and then they’d all go back to their comfortable lifestyle in London and her life would resume as if nothing had happened.

“Did you go to school?” Jonathan asked.

“Sometimes, if I was well enough. When I wasn’t, daddy hired several different tutors to come to our home, but I didn’t like any of them very much.”

“Didn’t you have any plans or a form of employment you wanted to pursue?”

Arabella blinked in surprise.

“Employment! No … I never thought about it.”

“You must have had some interests.”

“I liked to paint a little, but I am not very good at it, and I love music. I always enjoyed going to operas and stage musicals.”

It sounded to Jonathan as if Arabella’s only interest was socializing. He found it hard to believe that she had no serious interests or plans for her life.

“I’d better go,” Arabella said almost resentfully. “Maggie wants me to collect eggs from the hen house.”

“All right. Once again, I’m sorry I couldn’t get through to Faiz Mohomet, but you have to understand that his camels are everything to him. They’re worth their weight in gold to all their handlers.”

Arabella frowned.

“How strange,” she said.

“Different people value different things in their lives,” Jonathan said, hoping to make her understand. “Actually,” he smiled, “you might see something soon that will help you understand the camel’s worth.”

“What’s that?”

“Tony said there will be a water delivery today.”

“A water delivery? How will that help me understand anything?”

Jonathan’s lips moved upwards again. “Wait and see.”

Arabella was in the hen house, nervously shooing the chickens out of their laying boxes so she could collect eggs and pondering the mystery of what Jonathan had said, when a cloud of dust came billowing towards her.

“Ugh,” she said, using her hand to cover her mouth and nose. She’d already collected several eggs so she went to the gate of the chook pen and let herself out. She was turning to go into the hotel when she looked in the direction that the dust had come from and her eyes widened. Through the dust appeared two strings of camels with about thirty animals in each. Each string was headed by a rider on a camel, with the camels behind connected by a nose peg and rope tied to the saddle in front of them. She could see that the man up front of the first string of camels was wearing a turban and baggy dungarees over a loose shirt. He also had a bushy beard. On each camel behind him were two twenty five gallon tanks of water, one either side of the hump. They looked terribly heavy, and yet the camels were carrying them with seemingly little effort. When the first string of camels reached the hotel, the rider shouted a command, which brought them to a halt. He then shouted another command for the camel he was riding to kneel. As it did so, it growled in protest, but then the rest of the camels behind it followed its lead, and also began to kneel down. They too, growled and protested in complaint.

While Arabella stood watching them in complete awe, Tony came out the back door, and greeted the rider of the first camel.

“Hello, Musloom,” he called. “How was the trip?”

“Very good,” Musloom said. “But I will enjoy a rest.”

Musloom Shar and Mahomet Drim had left Marree eleven days earlier with the camels, heading north along the Birdsville Track to Mungerannie where there was a natural spring, a distance of approximately two hundred and fifty miles there and back. They then had to fill one hundred and twenty tanks with water from the spring, and load them onto the camels. It was a long and arduous job. Fortunately there were two men at the Mungerannie roadhouse to help them lift the water tanks onto the camels. When they arrived back in Marree now, the men in town helped them unload the water tanks, but when they had stopped to rest the camels on the journey, they had to do it themselves.

Arabella was struck in awe of the heavily burdened strings of camels. As they’d appeared out of the cloud of dust she couldn’t deny they had a majestic presence about them. Despite their dusty, tattered coats, their gaits were graceful, and their expressions dignified. It was the first time she had seen them doing what they came to Australia to do. Maggie had told her how far it was to the springs, so she knew the camels had traveled an enormous distance through wilting heat, over a desert of scorching sand and hot stones, carrying an enormous weight.

Despite her initial dislike of them, she couldn’t help but admire them. She suddenly understood what Jonathan had meant when he said she would see something that would change her mind about the way she thought of camels and what they meant to the Afghans.

Arabella stood back as three men from the bar followed Tony outside and began to unload the tanks and stack them at the back of the stables under a shady tree. Musloom Shar was a large man with a bushy beard, but Mahomet Drim, the other camel driver, was a tiny man. Arabella gasped in surprise when he dismounted because he was no more than four feet six inches tall, although very stocky. Maggie had come outside and was standing beside her. She noticed Arabella’s shock at how short Mahomet Drim was. His head barely reached the kneeling camel’s head.

“He might be short, but he’s as strong as an ox,” Maggie whispered. “He’s also produced eleven children with an aboriginal wife, so he’s obviously very virile.”

Arabella gasped, making Maggie laugh.

In the early evening Tony came into the kitchen with a disgruntled expression on his face. Arabella was just getting ready to help Maggie with the steak sandwiches.

“I’ve lost one of my best customers,” he said to Arabella. “And you are to blame.”

“What have I done?” Arabella asked in disbelief. She glanced at Maggie hoping for support.

“The men have been teasing Jacko mercilessly about what you said to him, and now he won’t come to the pub. Jacko was one of the best drinkers in town, so that’s going to affect us. It’s hard times at the moment. Every pound spent in this hotel counts.”

“What did you say to him?” Maggie asked.

“I … just said I’d seen his bare backside,” Arabella said, blushing.

“You told the men in the bar that he grunts like a pig when he is with a woman,” Tony said accusingly. “Now he can’t live it down because every time he sees them they start grunting.”

“Oh, for goodness sake,” Arabella said in astonishment. “How could grown men act like children?”

“I told you not to humiliate Jacko in front of his mates,” Maggie said, pursing her lips.

“It’s all right for him to humiliate me, though, is it?” Arabella said on the verge of tears.

“He was only calling you Fitzi, that’s hardly humiliating,” Tony said. “It’s only a shortened version of your surname. They call me Macca but you don’t see me whining about it.”

“Maggie doesn’t have a nickname,” Arabella said, sniffing.

“They can’t call her Macca, because that’s what they call me.”

“My name is Margaret,” Maggie tried to explain. “I was always called Margaret until I came here.”

“Well I don’t like being called Fitzi,” Arabella said.

“Well now you’ll have something far worse to worry about,” Maggie said. “Jacko can be funny if he’s upset about something.” She looked at her husband.

“Can’t he, Tony?”

Tony nodded, but it was obvious he was more interested in lost takings.

“What do you mean?” Arabella asked, worried.

“Who knows what he might do,” Maggie said.

“I suggest you apologize to him,” Tony said. “I want him back in my pub, doing what he does best: spending all his money getting drunk.”

“I will not apologize, and I can’t believe you’d ask me to.”

Tony looked at his wife.

“Please, talk some sense into her,” he said clearly exasperated, and went back to the bar.

Maggie looked at Arabella.

“This could be serious, Arabella,” she said somberly. “Wally Jackson is a strange one. If I was you, I’d apologize to him as quickly as possible. Men take it hard when a woman embarrasses them in front of their mates in the pub. I don’t think he’ll let this go. He’s not that sort of man.”

“What are you saying? That he might harm me?”

“I honestly don’t know what he’ll do,” Maggie said, clearly worried.

“Didn’t you say the other day that he had a good heart?”

“Yes, and he has. But he’s a funny man. What his mates think of him is very important to him. It is to most men. Call it male pride if you like. You don’t understand because you are new it town. It’s hard to fit into a small community, but when you do, your mates are important. You don’t understand because you haven’t made any friends yet.”

“I don’t want any drunken men for friends,” Arabella said indignantly. “But I like Jonathan Weston.”

“Jonathan seems like a very nice man. Actually, you could take a lesson in diplomacy from him. He has the occasional social drink with the men, and doesn’t cause any problems. If you don’t want to apologize to Wally, say something to the men in the bar that will stop them ridiculing him.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know, but think about it.” Maggie lit the fire box under the grill. “I’m going to the bar to take orders for the steak sandwiches. When the grill is hot, can you start putting the steaks on?”

Arabella frowned.

“You won’t be long, will you?”

“I shouldn’t be, but I usually have a drink with the customers. It’s good business practice. Why? You can manage, can’t you?” Maggie was thinking Arabella surely couldn’t ruin the steaks.

“I’ve never cooked anything before.”

Maggie shook her head in disbelief.

“You just throw the steaks on and then turn them over when they’re brown on one side. It’s not hard. I’m sure even you could manage. Just don’t touch the fire box.” She headed off to the bar.

Half an hour later the grill started smoking. Arabella picked up a steak with a fork and dropped it onto the hot plate. It sizzled loudly, which made her jump. She didn’t know why she was so nervous in the hotel kitchen, but after what happened with the oven she was afraid something was going to go wrong.

Arabella added two more steaks, which were enormous. She was praying Maggie would come back soon, when she heard a noise outside. Already skittish, she jumped with fright again. She went to the window and tried to peer out but darkness was falling quickly. Even so, she thought she saw something move in the shadows and stepped back. There was no curtain at the window to close for privacy so she knew whoever was outside could see her. Her heart was thumping as she kept thinking about what Maggie had said about Wally Jackson. Surely he wouldn’t hurt her over a harmless remark made in anger? Surely the McMahons wouldn’t let him.

Arabella heard another noise, and this time it was louder. At first she didn’t know what to do. She wanted Maggie to investigate the noise, but she was too embarrassed to go into the bar to get her. Apart from wanting to avoid Tony and his customers, she’d feel foolish if the noise was made by an animal, so she timidly went to the back door herself.

Peering through the fly screen she thought she saw the shadow of an animal near the outhouse. At first she thought it was a small dog, but she realized by the way it was walking that it was a wombat. She’d seen wombats in the Adelaide Zoo before they left for Alice Springs on the Ghan. She sighed with relief, and was glad she hadn’t gone to fetch Maggie. She’d have looked thoroughly stupid. She put her hand to her chest, where she could feel her heart racing and mentally told herself to calm down.

Arabella opened the screen door and went outside to see what the wombat had been doing. The outside light was not yet on, so it was quite dark, but she saw the wombat disappear around the side of the outhouse. Arabella could see it had been digging near the rubbish bin. She watched the outhouse for a while to see if the wombat would return. She was about to turn to go inside when she saw something move out of the corner of her eye. She caught just a glimpse of a man, and gasped in fright as he darted behind the outhouse. She rushed inside and slammed the back door behind her, turning the key in the lock.

She immediately smelt the smoke.

“Oh, no,” she cried.

Just at that moment, Maggie came in. The steaks were burnt black on one side and the kitchen was full of smoke.

“What are you doing?” Maggie screeched. She fished the charred steaks off the grill and tried to fan the smoke away with her free hand.

“I saw someone outside,” Arabella cried in panic. “I think it was Wally Jackson.”

Maggie glanced at the window.

“It’s dark outside. How can you see anything?”

“I heard a noise and went to look. I thought I saw a wombat.”

“You probably did. They’re always around here. They quite often tip the rubbish bin over.”

“But then I saw a man … lurking in the shadows near the outhouse.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

“It could have been anyone, Arabella. The aborigines are always hanging around out there, too.”

“I’m sure it was a white man.” She’d only caught a glimpse of him, but enough to know he was white. “I couldn’t be … positive, but he looked like Wally Jackson.”

Maggie couldn’t convincingly discount the idea that Wally might be hanging around. She also knew she was partly to blame for Arabella’s hysteria.

“I’m sure you’re mistaken,” she said, trying to sound reassuring. “Wally won’t come near the pub for awhile. His pride has been hurt. Meanwhile, I can’t serve these steaks to anyone, Arabella. You should have been watching them.” She chided Arabella.

“I’d better not let Tony see them,” she added, hiding them under a plate on the sink. “Open the back door to let the smoke out of here.”

“No,” Arabella said in a panic.

“Oh, for Heaven’s sake. I’ll do it. I’ll also turn the light on out there.”

When Maggie came back, she shut the back door behind her – for Arabella’s sake – and put some more steaks on the grill, turning them when they were brown on one side. She also placed slices of bread around the outside of the grill to fry. When the steaks were nearly done, she put some eggs on the grill. In no time at all she had the steak and egg sandwiches ready for her customers.

“Have you thought of something you can say to the men to stop them ridiculing Wally?” Maggie asked.

“No,” Arabella said.

Maggie shook her head.

“Stay here and clean up,” she said, as she took the steak sandwiches out to the bar.

While she was gone, Arabella tidied up – careful not to come close to the window and the door. When Maggie brought the plates back, she asked Arabella to wash them, which meant she had to stand right in front of the window.

“Couldn’t you do it, Maggie?” Arabella asked. “Wally might be outside.”

“He won’t be,” Maggie said. “He won’t want to be seen by any of the men when they use the outhouse.” Maggie headed back to the bar to collect some glasses to be washed.

Arabella told herself that Maggie was right. Wally wouldn’t be hanging around outside, especially with the light on. He wouldn’t want to be caught by his mates. Maggie had left a pot of water warming on the back of the grill that she was to use to wash the dishes, so she carried it over to the sink and filled it. She picked up the plates Maggie had left and was about to put them in the water, when a face appeared briefly at the window. Arabella screamed and dropped the plates into the sink, smashing two of them.

Maggie heard the crash and the scream, and came running into the kitchen, closely followed by Tony.

“What’s wrong?” Maggie asked. She looked into the sink and noticed two of her plates were broken. “What have you done?”

“There was a … a face at the window,” Arabella cried, near hysterical. She was shaking so much she could barely stand.

“A face?” Maggie repeated. She shook her head with impatience before going out the back door.

Tony shook his head, too. He was convinced she was just trying to get out of work, so he headed back to the bar.

Arabella pressed herself against the wall beside the kitchen window so that no one outside could see her. She heard Maggie talking to someone. A moment later, Maggie came inside.

“Was … was it Wally Jackson?” Arabella asked her.

“No, it was Jack Emu. He’s just returned from a walkabout and he’s hungry. I told him off for frightening you, and he’s sorry. He just wants something to eat and he didn’t know who you were. I told him I’ve only got burnt steaks left, but he’ll gladly have them with some slices of bread.” As Maggie was talking she was slicing bread and slapping the steaks on them.

“At least Tony won’t see the steaks,” she said, heading towards the back door with the food.

Arabella followed her and saw her giving the steaks to a scrawny aboriginal man just outside the screen door. She was sure it wasn’t his face she saw at the window.

“Is anyone else out there?” she asked Jack over Maggie’s shoulder.

He seemed to consider what he should say.

“No … missus,” he said, and quickly disappeared into the darkness.

“I’m sorry I broke your plates, Maggie,” Arabella said, “but I’m sure it wasn’t that man’s face I saw at the window.”

Maggie began picking pieces of broken plate out of the sink.

“Take my advice, Arabella, and apologize to Wally. Or at the very least say something to the men in the bar, so this nonsense is all forgotten.”

Arabella knew she wouldn’t sleep a wink that night. She would have liked to talk to Jonathan Weston, but she couldn’t as he’d already left for Lake Eyre. Stuart Thompson was also away on his trip and wouldn’t be back for a few days, so she felt very vulnerable.

For some time after going to her room Arabella lay awake listening to the creaks and groans the hotel made. As the minutes dragged by, she felt even more apprehensive. Eventually, she got up and went out onto the balcony. Her room was in darkness, so she didn’t think if there was anyone down in the dusty red street below, they would see her in the shadows under the veranda roof. For some time she stood there looking out. She could see the moving shapes of kangaroos hopping around in the darkness and now and again emus crossed the path the moonlight made.

Suddenly Arabella saw something coming towards the hotel. At first she thought it must be an animal, an emu perhaps, but as it got closer she could see it was a man, and he was walking towards the hotel. She froze with fear, too frightened to breathe or go inside her room for fear any movement would be seen from below. This time she was sure it was Wally Jackson.

She recognized the shape of his hat, his general physique and the swagger of his walk. The hotel had closed early as it did on Monday and Tuesday nights, so none of his mates were around. He walked towards the hotel, and then stopped. She was sure he was looking upwards, towards the balcony and the rooms upstairs. She wondered if he knew which one was hers. She watched, mesmerized, as he bent and picked something up, and then hurled it in her direction. She cried out in surprise when a stone hit the wall near where she was standing, and then she fled into her room, slamming the door behind her. Sobbing, she threw herself onto her bed, curled up and pulled she sheets over her head.


CHAPTER EIGHT
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The next morning, Arabella asked Maggie where Wally Jackson lived.

“Why do you want to know?” Maggie asked. The McMahons had been downstairs when Wally had thrown the stone, so they knew nothing about it.

“I want to see him,” Arabella said, praying her courage didn’t desert her.

“Are you going to apologize?”

“Yes. I don’t think he deserves it, but I’ll do it … for your sake and for Tony’s.” Arabella was too proud to admit she was scared out of her wits and that was why she was going to apologize. She also didn’t want to tell Maggie what had happened the night before because Wally could have broken a window, and Tony might want to throw her out if he thought she was the reason his hotel was being damaged.

“I think you are doing the right thing, Arabella, and not just for us,” Maggie said.

“Is the constable back in town?” Arabella asked.

“No, but Terry is due any day. Why?”

“If Wally doesn’t accept my apology, and attempts to do something to harm me, I’ll make a complaint against him,” Arabella said. In the small hours of the morning she decided she would make a formal complaint about Wally if he didn’t desist with stalking her.

“I wouldn’t do that, Arabella. That will just make things even worse.”

“I don’t see how they could be any worse,” Arabella said.

“He hasn’t done anything yet, but be careful,” Maggie warned before giving her directions to Frankie Miller’s house.

Arabella set off. As there were only a few houses in town, she was sure she would find Frankie Miller’s house, where Wally was staying. She had walked about half a mile when she saw the house and Wally was sitting on the front veranda with his feet up on the railing. Obviously, none of the surrounding stations required his helping hand today. He watched her approach with expressionless features.

As Arabella walked towards him, she felt sick and faint. She was well aware that anything could happen and there was no one around to witness it as it was quite early. Her mouth was so dry she wouldn’t have been able to find a drop of spit if she wanted to. She stopped about fifteen feet from his front veranda.

“Maggie knows I’m here,” Arabella said, wanting him to know that if he did anything someone knew where she was.

He said nothing. He just watched her with a sullen expression. She’d only seen him a handful of times, and never truly sober before. At least drunk, he was mostly jovial and talked a lot, so she knew what he was thinking. Now she hadn’t a clue. Instantly, she regretted coming. It had been a terrible idea, but she was here now, so she thought she might as well say what she came to say.

“I … Tony told me that the men in the bar have been giving you a hard time,” she said, her heart hammering. She wiped her sweaty palms down the side of her dress.

Still he said nothing. He glared at her, obviously with no intention of making this easy for her.

“I came to apologize for what I said. I … was angry. I didn’t like being taunted, but I shouldn’t have said something so personal.” Arabella waited for him to say something, but he didn’t. The silence stretched between them. “That’s all I wanted to say, so I’ll go,” she said, half turning away.

She’d be damned if she’d grovel to him, but still expected him to say something in reply. Anything. Thank you for coming. I was in the wrong, too. Anything. But he didn’t. She took a few steps and then her anger came through the humiliation she was feeling. She turned on him.

“I’ve apologized, so the least you could do was accept graciously. You were the one who was drunk, the one behaving badly. Aren’t you going to take any responsibility?”

Still he said nothing. His expression remained stony and impassive.

“Oh, to Hell with you,” Arabella snapped. “You are a rude man and you don’t deserve an apology, so I take it back. And what’s more, you’re a coward, a scared little boy. So your mates are teasing you. Stand up for yourself. You said some mean things to me and I didn’t sulk.” She turned and began walking away again.

She did not know that Wally had been prepared to forgive her – after all she was only a silly young girl, he thought, and she had apologized. But with her last words she had crossed a line. Not looking back Arabella did not see the cold rage flaming up in Wally’s eyes.

“What happened?” Maggie asked when Arabella came into the kitchen looking shaken.

“Nothing,” she snapped.

“What do you mean nothing? Didn’t you apologize to Jacko?”

“Yes, I apologized,” Arabella said tersely.

“And?”

“And nothing. He didn’t say a word. He just glared at me. He’s a rude, arrogant man, so I …” Arabella hesitated when she saw the uneasiness in Maggie’s tired features.

“So you what?” Maggie asked nervously. “What did you do, Arabella?”

“I took my apology back. That’s what I did.”

Maggie gasped.

“You did what?”

“I took it back. He didn’t deserve it. What’s more, I told him he’s a coward.”

“Oh, dear,” Maggie said, sinking onto a chair and shaking her head. She hadn’t imagined Arabella would make things worse. But she had.

“Don’t worry, Maggie,” Arabella said. “I have another idea.”

“I’m almost afraid to ask,” Maggie said, “but what is it?”

“I need to think about it some more,” Arabella said, heading to her room.

“Think about it long and hard,” Maggie whispered after she’d gone. She’d thought about talking to Wally herself, but from past experience had learnt it was not wise to mix in her customers affairs, and Tony was dead against it. 

Arabella did think about it, and she decided Wally didn’t deserve anything more from her. He was rude, arrogant, insensitive, and childish. And she wouldn’t be scared by him, no matter what. If he intended to stay away from the hotel, all well and good, because then she wouldn’t have to see him. Tony would just have to depend on the other men to make up for the loss.

Throughout the day, Tony didn’t speak to her, and Maggie didn’t have a lot to say, either. Arabella knew Maggie wasn’t happy because her husband wasn’t happy, but she was sure time would make things better. By seven o’clock, it was dark and Arabella went to her room. For a while she sat on the balcony. She noticed Frankie Miller’s house was in darkness, and despite her earlier bravado, she did feel a little uneasy. She knew Wally wasn’t in the hotel, and there wasn’t anywhere else he could be, because Ted and Les were in the bar. She remembered Maggie had told her he wouldn’t be hanging around the pub, so she tried to relax.

She looked up at the stars, but soon her gaze was drawn to the shadows around the hotel. There were a few trees near the outhouse, and they cast shadows in the faint moonlight. For awhile, her gaze was fixed on the dark shadows under the trees. She thought someone could easily be hiding there.

“Stop it,” she told herself. “Of course there isn’t anyone there. I’m just letting my imagination run wild.” She looked up at the stars again and tried to push thoughts of Wally from her mind. Then she heard a faint noise in the silence. It sounded like a small cough, or someone clearing their throat. It must be one of the hotel patrons she thought, but her gaze was drawn back to the shadows under the tree.

Looking away again, Arabella wanted to get up and go inside, but she had the overwhelming feeling that she was being watched, and fear held her still. She tried not to look towards the shadows under the tree, but her gaze was drawn there again. She kept glancing from the dark house where Wally was staying to the shadows under the trees. It would be just like Wally to watch her and try to frighten her, she thought. That was the sort of immature man he was. Slowly, Arabella stood up and turned towards the door. As she did, she heard a cracking sound, like a branch breaking. She gasped and spun around.

“Who’s there?” she asked in a raspy voice, noticing something was different about the shadows beneath the tree. Now she knew someone had been there and when she’d turned her back, he’d moved. “You coward, Wally Jackson,” she whispered.

Arabella shuddered and went inside, closing the door behind her.

Arabella awoke about midnight. She needed to go to the outhouse. Half asleep, she went downstairs. It wasn’t until she got to the back door that she even thought about Wally Jackson. With her hand poised on the doorknob, she remembered him hiding outside in the shadows of the trees. “He won’t be there now,” she thought. He’d be asleep now.

Arabella opened the door and peered outside. It was quiet so she told herself not to be foolish. She hurried to the outhouse and pushed the door to, all the while listening for the faintest noise. She began to pee, and then suddenly gasped when she heard a scraping sound along the back wall of the outhouse. It wasn’t loud, but it couldn’t possibly be made by an animal.

“Who’s there?” she cried. Nothing. Her heart was fluttering so much she felt dizzy. As she waited in the dark outhouse, with only a little light over the top of the door, the scraping noise began again. This time it was along the side wall of the outhouse and heading towards the door. Arabella wanted to scream, but she was literally too terrified to even breathe.

Suddenly there was a loud thump on the door. Arabella screamed. At the same time, she opened the door, fully expecting to see Wally standing there. But there was no-one. In a second, she darted for the back door of the hotel on legs that would barely carry her. Once inside she slammed the door shut and pushed the bolt across. Her heart was thudding wildly. For a few seconds she felt safe, and took slow, deep breaths to calm herself, her emotion fluctuating between anger and relief. Then her eyes widened again as it suddenly occurred to her that Wally could be inside. He could have hit the outhouse door and then ran inside, knowing that was exactly what she would do. With eyes wide, she scanned the dark kitchen. A small amount of light spilled through the window from the outside light, but not enough to illuminate the corners of the room.

As Arabella remained still, listening, she heard the creak of footsteps in the hallway. Wally was inside. She wanted to scream out for help, but Tony and Maggie wouldn’t hear her – their bedroom being far away from the kitchen. All she could do was stare at the door leading to the hallway, waiting for him to make his move. A little light from outside spilled onto the sink and there was Maggie’s rolling pin. She reached for it, aware that her shift in weight from one foot to the other, made the floor creak, alerting Wally where she was. Holding it, she waited. Suddenly, the silhouette of a man appeared in the door. Arabella thought her heart would stop with fright. She lifted the rolling pin to swing it. As it whooshed through the air, it was grabbed at the last second.

“Whoa,” Stuart Thompson said. “Steady on. You could hurt someone with that thing.”

Arabella almost fainted with relief before she literally sank into his arms.

“What’s wrong? You are shaking like a leaf in the wind.”

“I thought …” Arabella didn’t know what to say. How could she tell Stuart she thought he was Wally Jackson without sounding like a demented woman? “What are you doing here? I thought you were away.”

“I just got back a little while ago. I’m sorry I frightened you,” Stuart said kindly. “I was just on my way to the outhouse.”

Arabella looked up into his kind blue eyes. “I heard footsteps,” she stammered. “And outside, I heard strange noises.” She realized those noises outside could not have been made by Stuart. Wally had been out there. She wanted to tell Stuart what Wally had been doing, but she didn’t want to tell him that she had insulted a good customer of the McMahons.

Stuart tightened his grip around her, and looked out of the window.

“It could be scary out there at night for a woman,” he said. “But I’ve got you now.” 

Arabella could feel the warmth of his body against hers, and his heart pumping steadily, and felt comforted.

“Could I ask you something?” she whispered.

“Yes, what is it?”

“Could you walk me up to my room?”

A small smile came to his lips and she blushed, hoping he didn’t get any wrong ideas.

“I’d be honoured,” he said.

“I feel silly for asking …”

“Don’t give it another thought,” Stuart said taking her arm. “I’m always happy to play the gallant hero.”

They turned and headed for the stairs. With Stuart beside her, Arabella didn’t feel afraid anymore, but when they got to her room, she hesitated. What if Wally was inside?

“Could you …” She grew warm with embarrassment because she knew she was being really childish.

“Would you like me to check your room?” Stuart said.

Arabella couldn’t see his expression clearly in the darkness, but she caught just a hint of smile in his voice. “I know I’m being silly but …” she whispered.

“If it makes you feel better, I’m happy to do it,” Stuart said. He went into her room, and Arabella waited in the hallway. A moment later she jumped with fright when Jonathan’s door suddenly opened.

“Arabella,” he said in surprise. “Is something wrong? I thought I heard voices.” He rubbed his eyes sleepily. Arabella was aware he was wearing only pyjama bottoms.

“Yes, I’m mean no, nothing is wrong … I didn’t know you were back.”

“I got back about an hour ago.”

Suddenly Stuart came out of her room.

“All clear,” he said.

“Thank you,” Arabella said, feeling awkward. She glanced at Jonathan who looked startled to see Stuart. What would he think, seeing a man come out of her room in the middle of the night? “I heard noises downstairs,” she said, trying to explain and hoping he understood.

“Downstairs?” Jonathan repeated frostily. He couldn’t see what that had to do with her room upstairs.

“Yes, and Stuart appeared, so I asked him to check my room. I know I am being silly … but I was frightened.”

“I’ll go back downstairs and I’ll have a look around while I’m down there,” Stuart said.

“Thank you, Mr. Thompson,” Arabella said politely formal, and just grateful Jonathan didn’t see her in Stuart’s embrace. Even though it was quite dark in the hallway, and she couldn’t see Jonathan’s expression clearly, his disapproval was palpable.

“Stuart, please,” Stuart said. “I’ve been in your bedroom now, so Mr. Thompson seems a bit prim and proper.” He was joking around, but Arabella was too embarrassed to appreciate it.

“All right,” she stammered, and went into her room. “Good night,” she said, closing the door on Stuart and Jonathan. She listened for a moment to see if Jonathan made any comment to Stuart, but all she heard was Stuart’s footsteps on the stairs, and Jonathan’s door closing sharply.

The next afternoon, Arabella stood in the doorway leading to the bar. Barry Bonzarelli was in the bar, and two other faces she’d seen before. One was Les Mitchell, a stockman from Lizard Creek who’d come in with the Maxwells to celebrate their anniversary. He was another favourite drinking partner of Wally’s when he was in town. The other was Ted Wallace, the station master. Since the train wasn’t coming through town, he spent even more time in the pub than usual. As Arabella stood observing them, she could hear them laughing and sniggering, and suspected Wally was the brunt of their humour. She knew she had to put a stop to it or he’d never stop tormenting her. She’d lain awake all night thinking about Wally and the delicate situation of last night with Stuart and Jonathan of course. Both young men had left the hotel again very early in the morning – each for a trip of several days, so she had no chance to clear this misunderstanding. The more determined she was to settle the situation with Wally. Afterwards she could turn her attention to Jonathan and Stuart.

She took a deep breath and walked into the bar. The men were surprised to see Arabella approach them. They glanced at each other, and then at her as she stood before them nervously. She was still self-conscious of her peeling face, but she forced herself to concentrate on what she was there to do.

“I lied,” she blurted out before she lost her nerve. She glanced at Tony who was gaping at her apprehensively. She understood he was nervous about what she was going to say. He didn’t want to lose any more customers.

“What are you talking about?” Barry asked in a booming voice that made Arabella consider fleeing. He looked at Tony when she didn’t answer immediately. “Do you know?”

Tony shook his head.

“What I said about Wally wasn’t true,” Arabella said when she found her voice. “I was angry. He was drunk and taunting me and I don’t like being called Fitzi, so I made up a story about him.”

“Are you saying what you said about Wally isn’t true?” Barry asked. He was a very big man, well over six feet tall with a dish shaped face and a boxer’s flattened nose. And he didn’t smell the best. Arabella felt intimidated and small in front of him.

“That’s right,” she said quietly. “None of it was true.”

“So you are telling us you’re a liar?” Barry said accusingly.

Arabella took a deep breath. It galled her to say she was a liar, but she didn’t know what else to do. She felt a flush creep up her neck and into her face, but the men thought she was simply embarrassed.

“I’m …” she almost choked, “I don’t normally lie, but I did lie about Wally. I understand he’s a good friend of yours, so I wanted you to know the truth.”

The men glanced at each other, not sure what to think.

“Why should we believe you now?” Ted asked. “You could be lying again.”

“You don’t have to believe me, but I didn’t have to admit I lied, did I?”

“She’s got a point,” Les said. He was tall, almost as tall as Barry, but very thin, and despite being nearly sixty years of age he worked as hard as the young blokes and could drink most of them under the table. It was a standing joke that he had hollow legs that leaked.

“I’ve apologized to Wally and now I’ve admitted to you that I lied,” Arabella said. “There is nothing more I can do.” She didn’t think her shaking legs would hold her upright much longer so she left the bar. When she went into the hallway she met up with Maggie who was standing near the door. Maggie had heard all she said.

“That took a lot of guts,” Maggie said softly, keeping out of view of the bar. “But I’m not sure branding yourself a liar was a wise thing to do. It’s one of those things that could come back and haunt you.”

“If Wally comes back and everything is the way it was, it will be worth it,” Arabella said. She just prayed it worked and he left her alone. She went upstairs.

When Maggie thought about it some more she couldn’t decide whether Arabella was brave, or foolish, but she did feel a smidgeon of respect for her. Not many men would stand up to Barry Bonzarelli. For a small, young woman to do it was courageous. She glanced at him, and Ted Wallace and Les Mitchell. They seemed to be bewildered by what she’d told them.

“Is she telling us the truth?” Barry asked Tony.

“I … suppose so,” he said, really not sure what to think. “Like she said, she didn’t have to confess, did she?”

Barry scratched his head which was covered in a thatch of uncombed hair.

“We’ve been giving Wally a hard time for nothing, Barry,” Les said. “We should’a known better than to trust a blow in, especially one like that girl. She’s right peculiar if you ask me.”

“Yer right,” Ted said.

“Give us four bottles of beer,” Barry said to Tony. “We’ve got something to put right.”

Tony handed over the beer.

“We’ll be back a bit later,” Barry said. “Come on, mates.” The three men left the bar. Tony had the strongest feeling that they were going to see Wally. At least he hoped so.

Barry, Les and Ted walked over to Frankie Miller’s place. They knocked on the door, but didn’t wait for a reply before they let themselves in. Frankie was away in Alice Springs seeing a doctor about his failing eye sight. They suspected he’d be on the next train from Alice when it rolled back into town. They found Wally at the kitchen table. He had his head down, asleep on an old newspaper he’d been reading. His mates knew he must have been bored stiff to read a newspaper he’s probably read several times in the last few months, and they felt racked with guilt for how they’d been treating him. They tapped him on the shoulder and he awoke with a start. He was shocked to see them, but then it had been a day full of surprises.

“Looks like we owe you an apology,” Barry said sheepishly.

“An apology. What for?” Wally asked drowsily.

“That strange girl staying at the pub has just told us she lied about you, so we shouldn’t have been giving you such a hard time,” Les said. “You know we were just pullin’ yer leg, though, right? I know we go a bit far sometimes, but it’s all in fun.” The men were well aware that Wally could hold a grudge longer than anyone.

Wally didn’t know what to say.

The men took his silence as resentment.

“Will ya have a beer with us, Jacko?” Ted asked.

Wally still hadn’t digested what Barry had said.

“What do you mean that girl said she lied?” he asked.

“She admitted making that stuff up about you … that stuff about … well you know,” Barry said awkwardly.

“Did she?” Wally said. After what she’d said to him, he couldn’t believe it.

Barry opened a bottle of beer while Les found some glasses, and poured four beers.

“We should’a known, mate,” Ted said. “She’s a strange one.” He hoped to shift all the blame onto Arabella.

“Yer not wrong there,” Wally said, running his fingers over his stubbled chin. The four men lifted their glasses. Wally took a long drink from his. It felt like weeks since he’d enjoyed a cold beer with his mates, and it tasted wonderful. He was feeling very pleased with himself for terrifying her, but there was no way he’d ever forget the last words she said to him, no matter what she said to his mates.

Maggie was passing Arabella’s door, when she heard sobbing sounds. She stopped and carefully opened her door. She saw Arabella prostrate on the bed, a picture of misery.

“Arabella, what on earth is wrong, dear?” she asked.

Arabella sat up when she heard Maggie’s voice.

“I miss my mother and my father – I have not seen them for seven days. And they probably think I am dead,” she cried. “I want to be with them, Maggie.”

Maggie’s features softened and she went to the bed and put her arm around Arabella’s thin shoulders.

“I know, dear,” she said.

“Don’t take this personally, Maggie, but I think this town is awful.”

“I do understand,” Maggie said. “The first year I was here was the worst time in my life. It’s hot nearly all the time. The bloody dust never stops blowing. It rarely rains, but you know what, despite all that, the town actually grows on you and so do the people.”

Arabella couldn’t believe Marree would grow on anyone.

“Haven’t you got family somewhere else?” she asked, dabbing her tears. She couldn’t imagine why Maggie would want to live in a dust bowl like Marree.

“Oh, yes. I have a sister on Warratah Station and my brother Mike lives in England.”

“Where is Warratah Station?” Arabella asked, blowing her nose and drying her tears.

“The nearest boundary is about fifty miles north of here, but the homestead is a hundred miles away.”

Arabella’s eyes widened. “Are the farms that big out here?”

“They’re called stations out here, dear, and Warratah is not a big holding. Some stations, like Anna Creek, are bigger than Belgium and half the size of England. It’s five and half million acres and sometimes runs as many as eighteen thousand head of cattle.”

Arabella gasped.

“Where is it?”

“It’s thirty miles from William Creek, which is northwest of here.”

“How often do you see your sister?”

“Peg’s got a brood of kids so she doesn’t get to town very often, maybe once or twice a year. I can’t get out there very much either, because Tony can’t handle this place by himself for long.

“Didn’t you have children, Maggie?”

Maggie looked momentarily uncomfortable.

“No, Tony and I weren’t blessed.”

“I’m an only child,” Arabella admitted. “My mother says she was too busy looking after me to have any more.”

Maggie didn’t reply, but she was imagining Arabella might have been quite a demanding child.

“When will the train be running again, Maggie?” Arabella asked. A tidal wave of homesickness took her by surprise and her eyes welled with tears again.

“I’m not going to lie to you, dear,” Maggie said. “It could be months. Things always happen at an alarmingly slow rate in the bush.”

Arabella’s tears rolled down her cheeks.

“But the telegraph line will be working again before then, won’t it?”

“I’m sure it will. Look Arabella, even if the train doesn’t come back for months, you know when it does your parents will be on it, because there’s no other way for them to get out of Alice Springs. So don’t fret. You’ll see them again soon.”

Arabella brightened. She hadn’t thought of that. Of course her parents would be on the train. They had to be because they would return to Adelaide where they’d left a trunk of things her mother had bought there before going back to England.

“You’re right, Maggie.”

“And won’t they get a wonderful surprise when they see you?” Maggie asked.

“Yes,” Arabella said. “They’ll be so relieved.”

Wally came back to the pub a while later with Les, Ted and Barry, but he ignored Arabella when she went through to the dining room to dust for Maggie. Arabella didn’t mind, though. In fact, she was relieved. He wasn’t glaring at her, taunting her, or stalking her, and Tony was sure to be pleased to have one of his best customers back.

But in the evening the men left the pub earlier than usual. Arabella didn’t understand it and asked Maggie where their customers were.

“The men must be playing cards at Frankie Miller’s house,” Maggie said. “They do sometimes.”

“Why don’t they play here? Isn’t it allowed?”

“No, gambling isn’t allowed in pubs although Tony wouldn’t mind. I suppose they just like to do something different.”

“That can’t be good for business,” Arabella said.

“It isn’t,” Maggie admitted. “But they get bored and there’s nothing in the way of entertainment in this town. And let’s face it; even the best drinkers can only drink so much.” She didn’t say anything more, but Arabella could see that Maggie was worried.

Arabella went to the outhouse before retiring. She felt nervous and knew she would for awhile, so she was quick. She was on her way back to her room when she heard Tony’s voice raised in anger. He was in the bar. For a moment Arabella wondered if a customer had come in, but the only other voice she heard was Maggie’s. She soon realized they were having an argument. Wanting to give them privacy, she was about to creep back upstairs when she heard her name mentioned. Curiosity got the better of and she stopped on the landing to listen to what Tony was saying.

“You know Miss Fitzherbert is not pulling her weight,” he said. “And it’s costing us to keep her.”

“Arabella’s doing the best she can,” Maggie said.

“She’s breaking your plates and burning the food. I know you’ve tried to hide it, but I’ve smelt the smoke and I know it’s not you. And look what happened with the oven. The dinner was so late after that fiasco that we’ll be lucky if the Maxwells come back again. She should be cleaning out the stables, too. There’s not much harm she can do out there.”

“That’s not a woman’s job,” Maggie argued. “Especially someone so young who’s lead a sheltered life. You are just being bull-headed.”

“We’ve only got her word that she’s lead a sheltered life. She shouldn’t be here if she’s costing us money. What’s more she’s driving our regular customers away.”

“Wally came back, didn’t he? I think it was brave of her to lie to the men so they’d stop giving him a rough time.”

“How do we know it was a lie that she had lied?”

“Because we’ve both been out the back when Wally’s with one of the aboriginal girls. He does grunt. I hope you are not thinking of throwing Arabella out. Where would she go?”

“I don’t know and I don’t care. She’s little use to us and I don’t like having someone sponge off us,” Tony said in angry frustration. “I’m going for a walk.”

Maggie went through to the hallway and caught Arabella climbing the stairs. She could see by the way her head was hanging and her shoulders were slumped that she’d overheard their argument.

“You heard what Tony said, didn’t you?” Maggie said sadly.

Arabella stopped and turned to look down at her. She could see that Maggie was embarrassed, but she didn’t know what to say because she was embarrassed, too.

“Tony is just worried,” Maggie said. “We haven’t been doing well lately, for quite some time actually. We need a few more nights like the other night, when the Maxwells brought their staff in for dinner.”

“But because of me they might not come back,” Arabella said with eyes downcast.

“Of course they will,” Maggie said. “Don’t take any notice of what Tony said.”

“Are you in danger of losing the business?” Arabella asked.

“Tony does the books and he hasn’t actually said so, but I can tell he’s keeping something from me. He doesn’t want me to fret, but he’s irritable all the time so I know he’s worried. Jack Emu did say a mob of shearers will be passing through in the next day or so. They’re good drinkers so they're good for business, but sometimes they’re trouble, too.”

“What do you mean?”

“When they get drunk they often start fighting. On the plus side they can eat plenty so I had better be prepared and bake lots of bread. Tony is going to kill a couple of sheep tomorrow because we’re nearly out of beef.”

“I’ll help all I can, Maggie,” Arabella said. “And I’ll do my best not to break anything.”

Maggie looked sad.

“Forget about what Tony said. He honestly didn’t mean it.”

But Arabella knew he did, so her head dropped again.


CHAPTER NINE
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The next day indeed fifteen weary shearers rode into town. Maggie had been baking bread all morning in preparation for their visit. To appease Tony, if only so he wouldn’t argue with Maggie, Arabella had insisted on cleaning the stable. Although it was a task she certainly didn’t want to undertake; Stuart Thompson had taken his horse, so at least the stable was empty.

The shearers were tired, thirsty and covered in dust, having just come down the Birdsville Track from Queensland, where they’d been shearing for a month. They’d spent several nights camping on the journey so they were all looking forward to a wash, a shave, a soft bed and a beer, not necessarily in that order.

Arabella wanted to keep out of the way, but she also thought she should help Maggie as much as she could. While the men were having a beer in the bar, Maggie hung sheets on the line in the back garden and put a big tub of water on the far side, where the shearers could strip off and have a wash in privacy. She had Arabella fetch towels, a mirror, a razor and strap and soap. After Maggie told the men the water was ready, they filed out one by and one and got themselves cleaned up.

Ted Wallace built a fire out the back and put a steel plate over the top, supported by bricks on either side. To save Maggie cooking the lamb chops in the kitchen, he and Tony decided to barbecue the meat outside. All Maggie had to do was cut slices of bread and have some tomato sauce on hand. While all this was going on, the shearers kept drinking.

Just after dark, Arabella watched from the kitchen as Ted served up the lamb chops on slices of bread. Tony had lit flaming torches around the barbecue site so she could see the shearers tucking into the food. They were a jovial lot, but Maggie said that could change in an instant if a disagreement came about.

“One minute they’re laughing and the next they’re fighting,” she said. “They’re an unpredictable mob. They work hard, but play even harder. The only good thing about a mob of shearers is they’ve usually got money to spend on beer, even when times are tough. This lot has been shearing for a month solid, so they’ve got plenty to spend.”

Arabella noticed the aboriginal women were hanging around outside, and so was Rita. She supposed they were hoping to make a few dollars off the shearers too, but she shuddered when she thought about what they would have to do to earn it.

Maggie watched as the men headed to the bar for some serious drinking.

“They always leave a mess behind.” She grabbed a bin and Arabella followed her outside to clean up after them. The ground was littered with empty bottles and chop bones.

“If we don’t pick this up there’ll be even more flies around tomorrow, and a few dingoes,” Maggie said, referring to the chop bones and gristle.

“At least the kitchen isn’t a mess,” Arabella said. As the men filed past to visit the outhouse, she was aware of them staring at her, and felt self-conscious. As soon as they had cleaned up, Arabella and Maggie went inside. Arabella asked Maggie if she could go to her room, as she didn’t want to be around the noisy men. She didn’t want to admit they made her nervous, but Maggie could see it. She also didn’t want to admit Wally still made her nervous. She hadn’t told Maggie that he’d been hanging around outside, frightened her.

“You go up,” Maggie said kindly.

“If you need me, call me,” Arabella said.

Maggie thought it was wise that a young girl keep out of the way of the shearers. Some of them hadn’t seen a woman in months, so she didn’t trust them. She didn’t disclose her thoughts to Arabella though.

“I’ll just see that everything is all right, and then head up to my room, too,” Maggie said. She felt Tony and Ted could handle the bar, and Rita would keep the men in line if she had to.

Arabella went up to her room and locked the door, but she could still hear the raucous sounds from downstairs. Clearly, the more the shearers drank, the more boisterous they became. The locals were also in the bar, enjoying some different company to have a yarn with. Maggie had told her that was the way they found out what was going on in other country towns and on the stations. It was known as the Bush Telegraph.

“It’s just men gossiping,” Maggie said laughing.

A woman shrieking drew Arabella out onto her balcony. In the light of one of the flaming torches she could see a shearer pushing Lily around. Her cries alerted Rita who came to her defense. In a split second she was brawling with the drunken shearer. It was the most frightening sight Arabella had ever seen. She didn’t know what to do. She gasped in shock as Rita exchanged punches with the shearer. After Rita gave the shearer a low blow to the stomach, he fell to his knees and she kicked him in the behind, sending him sprawling in the dust. Humiliated, he got up and stumbled away. Lily and Missy cheered, but Rita was heaving from the exertion. Lily passed her a bottle of beer and she took a long swig, wiping her bloody nose with the back of her arm. A moment later she fell, face down in the dust. Arabella was afraid she had died, but one of the women tipped the remains of the bottle’s contents over the back of her head, and she came to. The women then took one of her enormous arms each and headed back to their camp, with Rita dragging her feet. Arabella realized she was drunk. She listened to them cackling as the voices trailed off into the distance.

Arabella went into her room in absolute shock. She’d never seen women fighting, let alone a woman fighting with a man. She had to admit it was hard to believe that Rita had the better of the shearer, but even so, just witnessing the fight had left her shaking. She kept remembering what Maggie had said about the men fighting, and prayed the remainder of the night was peaceful.

Less than five minutes later Arabella heard something smash downstairs and her heart started thudding. She opened the door of her room to see if she could hear what was happening. 

Maggie had also heard the sound of something smashing and came out of her room down the hallway.

“I hope they’re not fighting,” she said to Arabella as she passed her, heading for the stairs. “If they smash the place up we’ll go broke for sure.”

Arabella could tell that Maggie was really worried. She crept downstairs after her and peered into the bar over Maggie’s shoulder. Some of the men were arguing and they could see a smashed window in the bar. Tony was trying to calm them down, but it was clear tempers were heated.

One big brute of a man was arguing with another about which of them was the gun shearer and about some money he’d allegedly stolen from him some time ago. And then they got onto the subject of women. A skinny man was accusing the big brute of flirting with his wife, and even insinuating that one of his children was not his at all, but the brute’s child.

“He’s as ugly as you,” he said heatedly. “I know you’ve been sniffing around my place when I’m working away.”

“You’ve got rocks in your head,” the brute said. “Or perhaps your not man enough for your wife.”

That was it. Another glass flew across the room, hitting the big brute in the head. He was momentarily stunned before he charged at the smaller man bellowing like a bear. The small man fearfully ducked away. Arabella didn’t know how it happened, but the men seemed to separate into two parties, and they started brawling with each other. Maggie stepped out of the way. She looked at Tony in distress as bar stools and tables were knocked over. It was mayhem and Arabella was terrified. She ducked into the lounge with Maggie as two men spilled into the hallway wrestling each other, blocking their retreat to the stairs.

Maggie didn’t know what to do and Arabella began crying. She prayed Jonathan and Stuart returned soon. As bar stools were broken and the pieces used as weapons, debris flew in their direction and the two women backed towards the dining room. The mirror over the lounge fireplace was smashed and the small tables flattened as brawling men fell on them. Arabella was trembling from head to foot, and went into a state of shock. She wanted to shut out the noise of the fight; of fists crunching against bone, glasses smashing and swearing, but there was no way to do it. She considered climbing through a window and escaping into the town, but none of the windows were open. She receded to the far corner of the dining room, where she nudged into the piano.

As she was desperate to shut out the noise of fists crunching bones and the smashing of chairs and glasses, she quickly lifted the cloth and the cover over the keys. In a fearful state, she sat down and began to play Greensleeves, which was a personal favourite, hoping it would soothe her fright. She was unaware that Maggie came to join her, and was standing behind her in absolute awe of her skill on the piano. With her head down in concentration, Arabella’s fingers flittered over the keys and a beautiful melody erupted, filling the room.

For a few moments the shearers didn’t notice the music, but then one by one, they stopped fighting and turned to listen. In less than two minutes, there was total silence in the dining room. The only sound to fill the air was beautiful, soothing music. The men in the lounge and bar came quietly through to the dining room, including Tony, who couldn’t imagine where the piano music was coming from.

Arabella kept playing, not daring to glance up at her mesmerized audience. Across the room, Tony caught his wife’s eye. Maggie could see he was absolutely stunned, even more than she was. At the end of the musical piece, Arabella placed her hands in her lap and dared to glance up. All the shearers, Tony, Les, and Ted were staring at her. Her heart was thudding and her head felt light. She noticed Wally at the back of them, but he was glaring at her.

“That was amazing,” a shearer with a bloody nose and swollen lip said. And then suddenly they all broke into applause.

Arabella felt herself flush. She went to get up, wanting to run up to her room, but the same man yelled.

“Play something else.”

Arabella turned to Maggie.

“Yes, please, play something else, Arabella,” she begged insistently. She could see the calming effect the music was having on the shearers and she didn’t want them to go back to brawling. Arabella understood. As she began to play The Entertainer, a rag time tune, the shearers righted tables and chairs and sat down. Seeing what was happening and how close they had come to having the hotel completely trashed, Maggie and Tony went back to the bar to fetch a tray of drinks.

“I didn’t know she could play a piano,” Tony said to his wife. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I didn’t know either,” Maggie said. “She asked who it belonged to, but she never said she could play.

“Finally we’ve found something she’s useful at,” Tony said, smiling for the first time in weeks. “Do you see how much the shearers are enjoying the music? She could really bring the customers in.”

Maggie looked at her husband with pursed lips.

“We can’t exploit her. Maybe there is a reason she never wanted to play before,” she hissed.

Tony looked indignant.

“We’re not exploiting her. We’re merely making use of her talent. Besides, it’s a perfect way for her to pay her way.”

For the rest of the evening, Arabella entertained the shearers and locals. The effect the piano music had on the boisterous, aggressive shearers was nothing short of miraculous. It was as if someone had tipped a calming balm over them. While Arabella played, the shearers bore expressions like choir boys, but between each piece they applauded with great enthusiasm which was followed up with exuberant praise.

As soon as she began to relax, Arabella started to enjoy herself, especially when no-one commented on her sunburn. Maggie also noted a transformation in her. In the beginning she was nervous and shy but the more applause and praise she received, the more confident and poised she became.

While Arabella played, Maggie swept up the broken glass around the men. Now and again she made eye contact with a shearer, whose attention for the most part was transfixed on Arabella, and noted he was shame-faced about the debris on the floor. Finally, Tony nervously called last drinks. This was usually greeted with hostility when the shearers were in the hotel, but the men didn’t seem to care as long as Arabella kept playing. She played two more pieces of music, and then told her captive audience that she was tired. The men moaned in disappointment, but it was good natured.

“I’m going to finish with Silent Night. You can sing along if you wish,” she said.

She began to play, and the shearers started singing the words: “Silent night, holy night. All is calm, all is bright …” Some of the voices were gruff and out of tune. It also seemed a strange choice as it wasn’t Christmas, but no one seemed to mind.

Tony and Maggie just looked at each other with their mouths open when they noticed one or two of the shearers had a tear in their eyes. As the big brute who had started the fight was one of them, they decided it was a night for miracles.

At the end of the song, the men applauded wildly and gave Arabella a standing ovation. They thanked her profusely for entertaining them and said it was one of the best nights they’d had for a very long time.

“Where did you learn to play like that?” a shearer asked.

“Are you a professional concert pianist?” another asked.

“I began playing when I was six years old and had a private tutor for many years,” Arabella said smiling coyly. Unless she was really sick, she always found the strength and enthusiasm for her music lesson if nothing else, because while her parents were busy socializing, something they did often, it kept her from being lonely.

“You’re amazing,” Maggie said. “You didn’t even have any music to read. It was all in your head.”

“When you’ve played certain pieces hundreds of times, you don’t need sheets of music,” Arabella said, yawning.

“You’re exhausted,” Tony said. “Why don’t you go up to bed?”

Arabella thought she caught a caring note in his tone, but was sure she must be mistaken. After all, she’d overheard him telling Maggie that he thought she was sponging off them and he wanted to throw her out.

Maggie was quite obviously bewildered. Never in her wildest dreams could she have imagined the evening would turn out like it had.

“Yes, go to bed, Arabella, and … thank you for entertaining our customers.”

“I only started playing to calm myself,” Arabella admitted shyly. “I never thought for a moment that it would make the shearers stop fighting.”

“Neither did we, but thank God it did,” Maggie said. She glanced at Tony, who said nothing. She was not to know that her husband was thinking about how close they had come to being bankrupt.

“Good night,” Arabella said, heading for the stairs.

“Good night,” Tony and Maggie said.

The sheep-shearers were leaving very early the next morning for Farina on their journey to the Flinders Ranges. After having breakfast in the lounge they settled up with Tony. They paid the bills for their drinks, food and accommodation and then passed a hat around to collect extra money to cover any damage they had caused in the fight. Tony was pleased as chairs and bar stools had been broken, as well as a table in the lounge and the mirror over the fireplace. Lots of glasses had also been broken and one had been thrown through a window in the bar.

“Last night turned out differently from what I expected,” Maggie said to her husband when the men were gone.

“You can say that again,” Tony said.

“Will we be out of pocket for the damage done in the fight?” Maggie asked.

“No, the men gave me an extra fifty two pounds, which will more than cover the damage, and we made a tidy profit on the drinks and food. Overall we did quite well.”

“I can’t believe that Arabella saved the night,” Maggie said.

“Who would have dreamt she was a talented pianist? Certainly not me,” Tony said.

“She said she’s been playing since she was a child and that she was privately tutored, so she really must have had a privileged upbringing in a well-to-do family.”

Tony nodded, but he was frowning.

“I’m still not convinced we are going to see her parents when the train comes back into town, but meanwhile I’m going to suggest we hold regular concert nights to draw the people from the stations into town. If we can get a crowd once or twice a week it will make all the difference to our future.” Tony decided to keep the gravity of the situation to himself because he didn’t want to worry Maggie. He knew she couldn’t handle any stress, so he had to bear it all himself.

Maggie thought she detected a hint of serious concern in her husband’s tone, but she said nothing. Maybe he was right and Arabella could turn their fortune around.

Arabella was awoken by the noise the shearers made when leaving. She lay in bed thinking about last night: Despite her initial fear of the shearers she thought they had been quite sweet to her and very respectful. They’d even offered to buy her drinks, which she’d refused. She had also noticed Wally Jackson had not applauded her music. He’d just glared at her most of the night. She was sure he must know she had said she lied about him, but obviously he wasn’t going to forgive her. This caused her to worry that he still might harm her. But dare she say something to Maggie and Tony?

As Arabella had been sitting at the piano in the hotel dining room, childhood memories had flashed through her mind. There had always been a piano in their home, and her parents had sometimes suggested she play for their friends, but she’d always declined because her mother was such an accomplished player and she felt she might look inept in comparison. Last night was the first night that she had been the centre of attention, and she had to admit, although she was shy and lacked confidence, she had enjoyed it, and somehow she felt this had changed her life forever.

When Arabella came downstairs, Tony called her from the bar.

“May I speak to you in the dining room, Miss Fitzherbert?” he asked in a somber tone.

“Yes, of course,” she replied apprehensively. She knew she was late getting up with the shearers already gone.

Tony went through to the dining room and she followed. She noticed all the mess from last night had been cleaned up.

“I’m sorry I overslept,” she said to Maggie, who was pouring her a cup of tea and buttering toast. She glanced at Tony anxiously; sure he would be angry with her. He probably thought that while she having a good time playing the piano, his wife was doing all the hard work in cleaning up and that she’d slept in deliberately. In actual fact, playing for many hours had exhausted her. Unfortunately, Tony’s expression gave nothing away.

“That’s all right, dear,” Maggie said. As the shearers had had breakfast early, she’d been up for hours.

“But what about all the glasses? There must be a lot. Surely you didn’t do them all by yourself.”

“Lily and Missy did them a couple of hours ago,” Maggie said. “We did quite well last night so I could afford to pay them.”

“Oh! I thought with all the damage caused you’d be out of pocket.”

“The shearers covered the damage,” Tony explained. He knew if Arabella hadn’t soothed them with music the night’s outcome would have been very different.

Arabella sipped her tea and looked at him nervously. She wondered if he was going to ask her to leave. The anticipation was nerve racking.

“I don’t know what gave you the idea of playing the piano last night,” Tony began.

“As I said before I went to bed, I was scared witless and only wanted to block out all the terrifying sounds of the men fighting,” Arabella interrupted. Surely he’d understand that she hadn’t seen anything like that before and was frightened.

“Whatever the reason, I’m glad you did,” Tony admitted.

Arabella was stunned.

“We were scared, too,” Maggie chimed in. “The shearers could have – and probably would have – smashed the whole place up.”

“They did seem to enjoy hearing some music,” Arabella said, still feeling euphoric about the enthusiastic applause they’d given her.

“Other people will, too,” Tony said.

Arabella blinked in surprise.

“Do you think so?”

Tony glanced at Maggie. After how hard he’d been on Arabella, he felt uneasy about asking her for a favour.

“We’d like you to play the piano again some nights, especially on Fridays and Saturdays,” he said. “How do you feel about that?”

After expecting to be asked to leave, Arabella was momentarily speechless.

“I … is that what you wanted to talk to me about?”

“Yes, it came to us because of last night. If the shearers enjoyed the entertainment so much, then so would other people. We rarely get entertainers out here.”

“I don’t mind playing again, but I am sure the train will return soon and then I’ll be gone. I simply cannot believe that it will take several weeks or months to repair the tracks,” Arabella said.

Tony frowned. He knew it would take quite a while for the train tracks to be fixed, but he suddenly felt it wouldn’t be wise to upset Arabella or she might not play again.

“We’re not really sure how long it will take before the train comes back,” he said. He glanced at his wife, who was purposely keeping her expression blank.

“I’m sure it won’t be long, but I’d be happy to play until it returns,” Arabella rushed to say. “But most nights there are only a few locals here.”

“Word would soon spread,” Tony said. He was quite excited about it and was sure the train would likely take months to return. “I think you’d draw a crowd. You’re very good. I’d be willing to settle some of your account if you play a few nights a week.”

“Thank you,” Arabella said, quite stunned that he should be praising her, and willing to come to an arrangement about her accommodation. It still irked her that he obviously still had no faith that her parents would return and settle her bill.

“But shouldn’t I be helping you prepare meals, Maggie?”

“If I have more than twenty in for dinner I could afford to pay Missy and Lily to help out. They’d be happy to earn a shilling or two without …” She stopped short, remembering that Arabella was an innocent girl when it came to the aboriginal women’s relations with men. However, Arabella thought she understood what she meant, and blushed.

“I can see you are excited about this idea, Maggie, but perhaps the townsfolk and the people on the stations won’t be as enthusiastic about hearing me play as the shearers were.” Arabella was happy about her appeal last night, but did not have enough confidence to believe that people would come only to hear her play. She thought it wise to lessen the McMahons’ expectations.

“We can have a trial run for a few nights,” Tony said. “Let’s see how it works.”

“All right,” Arabella said.

Tony left the dining room to finish cleaning in the bar.

“I’m expecting Jonathan back today,” Maggie said. “He’ll be sorry he missed last night. Not the brawling of course, but hearing you play. He strikes me as the sort of man who would appreciate anything cultural.”

Arabella hadn’t thought about it, but she had to agree, and she was quite excited at the prospect of playing for him.

“Stuart came back this morning. He’s having a sleep now, but he’d probably like to hear you play, too.” Maggie said. “I don’t think he’s cultural, but he’s a fun sort of man, always joking around, so I’m sure he’d enjoy some good entertainment.”

Arabella smiled. Stuart did seem a jovial sort of man, and she hadn’t yet had the chance to thank him properly for coming to her rescue when Wally had frightened her.

“Stuart was very worried about you when I told him why the place is a bit of mess,” Maggie said.

“Was he?” Arabella said in surprise.

“Yes, maybe he’s sweet on you.”

Arabella blushed deeply.

“He’ll have some competition from Jonathan. I can tell he’s very fond of you,” Maggie continued.

Arabella blinked in surprise.

“He hasn’t said anything has he?”

“No, but I can tell by the way he looks at you.” Maggie went off to do some work, but she’d certainly given Arabella something to think about.

When Jonathan returned shortly before noon Maggie excitedly told him about the impromptu concert, and how Arabella had saved the hotel from being destroyed by the shearers. He was amazed.

“Why didn’t you tell us about your talent?” he asked Arabella when she came downstairs after having heard him arriving. She felt very relieved that he spoke very friendly to her and that the frosty tone he had adopted when he had seen Stuart coming out of her room three nights ago was gone. So, there was no need for her to insist that there only had been a misunderstanding. He had obviously come to that conclusion himself.

She shrugged coyly.

“I never thought of my playing as anything special,” she answered, taking more notice of the way he looked at her. “My mother was the accomplished one in our house.”

“Your mother plays, too?” Maggie said, astounded.

“Yes, she’s very good. She’s played on stage and often played for friends.”

“Didn’t you?” Jonathan asked.

“No,” Arabella said quickly, clearly aghast at the thought. “I didn’t want to look like a pale version of my mother.”

Jonathan immediately understood why Arabella had no confidence. She’d obviously lived in her mother’s shadow, not believing she compared favorably.

“That’s not possible,” Maggie said kindly. “You obviously don’t know how talented you are.”

“The shearers probably don’t hear music much at all, so they think any music is good,” Arabella said modestly, although how much she had enjoyed playing for an appreciative audience was still fresh in her mind. She just wasn’t used to thinking of her playing as anything special.

“They travel in the outback a lot and only get home about once a month, so they probably never get to concerts, but believe me, you play very well,” Maggie said. “Over the years we’ve had the odd guest play that piano, but no one had anywhere near as much talent as you. They were plonkers in comparison. Why not practice tonight, not that you need it, but just so that Jonathan can hear how well you play?”

“All right,” Arabella said. She secretly looked forward to playing for him.

“Now excuse me,” Maggie said. “I have an appointment with some hens that hopefully have laid me some eggs.”

“And I have some photographs to develop,” Jonathan said excitedly.

“Can I see them when they’re done?” Arabella asked. She had really liked the photographs she had caught a glimpse of earlier.

“Yes, give me a couple of hours. I think some of them are going to be very good. The light on the salt lake was amazing.”

With nothing to do, Arabella went outside to ask Maggie if she could help her. It occurred to her that just a week ago that wouldn’t have entered her mind. At home, no one expected her to do anything – here she was expected to work to pay her way. But she knew she now wanted to help for a different reason. She liked Maggie, and Maggie and Tony seemed excited at the prospect of her helping them by entertaining their guests. This made her feel useful for the first time in her life. It was a new feeling, and she liked it. Arabella was walking towards the chicken coup when she noticed Maggie almost lost her balance as she bent over the laying boxes. She had to reach out to hold onto the fence post to stop herself falling. She also dropped the bowl she was holding that contained a few eggs.

“Maggie, are you all right?” Arabella said, hurrying towards the coup.

For a moment Maggie didn’t answer, so Arabella opened the gate and went into the coup. Maggie lifted her head, but she had one hand on her chest and she was very pale.

“Are you having pains in your chest?” Arabella asked her.

Maggie shook her head.

“I just feel a little dizzy. It’s the heat. It gets to me sometimes.”

“Are you sure that’s all it is? Have you seen a doctor?”

Maggie shook her head again.

“What do they know? They just guess half the time and make something up the other half.”

It occurred to Arabella that Maggie was frightened to find out what was wrong with her.

“It could be something simple so you should seek an opinion.”

“If it’s something simple I don’t need a doctor,” Maggie said stubbornly.

“Maybe there’s something wrong with your blood.”

Maggie looked at Arabella in alarm.

“What makes you say something like that?”

“My mother had a friend who was anemic. She used to get dizzy a lot and sometimes she fainted. The doctors found out she was anemic and she had to eat a lot of liver.”

“I like liver,” Maggie said. “But I’m sure I’m not anemic.”

“Well I would have thought you’d be used to the heat by now,” Arabella said.

“It’s all right for those who can take it easy during the hottest part of the day, but that’s not me,” Maggie said. She glanced down at the broken eggs. “Oh, damn,” she muttered.

Arabella picked up the bowl. “I’ll get the rest of the eggs. You go inside and sit down for a few minutes.”

Maggie was about to protest, but then she thought better of it.

“All right, thank you,” she said. It occurred to her that Arabella had turned out to be a blessing after all. Even Tony was beginning to see it.

That afternoon, Jonathan spread his latest photographs out over a table in the dining room and invited Arabella to view them. When she did, she gasped in surprise.

“Oh, Jonathan, these are spectacular,” she said.

“This one was taken at dawn, and that one is sunset over the salt flats,” he said pointing to individual shots. “Can you see how the sunlight contrasts on the salt?”

“Yes, it looks magnificent, almost like crystals. But I suspect that is because you know what you are doing with a camera. You know just how to capture the perfect shot.”

Jonathan’s expression became wistful.

“I can’t wait until I can get colour film. I’m told Kodachrome film will be out in colour in about two years. Then I’ll be able to capture the magnificent colours in the desert. You can’t see it in these photographs, but the salt was pink at sunset. It was quite a spectacle.”

“Won’t that be wonderful, Jonathan? But don’t despair because your black and white photographs are amazing. And you are capturing history. I’d like to see all your work.”

“Be careful what you wish for,” Jonathan said, smiling again. “I’ve got thousands of photographs.” Jonathan could see a change in Arabella. He wondered if receiving recognition for her talent as a pianist had given her a little more confidence. He hoped so.

“Maybe I could help you choose some for an exhibition, or have you already done that?”

“No. I’d appreciate the help, but I’m not sure when my next exhibition will be.”

Maggie had come into the dining room and heard them talking.

“If you want to display some photographs in the hotel, Jonathan, I’d be happy to give you some space,” she said.

“Thank you, Maggie, but let’s wait and see how many people our resident concert pianist brings in.”

“I don’t think you’ll need to worry about running out of space,” Arabella said modestly.

That evening, after dinner, Arabella sat down at the piano and began to play. Wally, Ted and Les were in the bar, so Jonathan and Maggie were her only audience, until she’d played a few bars of Minuet in F by Leopold Mozart. Ted, Les and Tony came through, bringing their drinks, but Wally remained in the bar.

“Come through,” Arabella heard Tony say to him.

“No,” Wally replied sullenly. “I’d rather stay here.”

Arabella couldn’t help worrying.

“Bravo,” Jonathan said applauding enthusiastically when she reached the end of the piece. “You are brilliant.”

She smiled with pleasure.

“Can you play Für Elise, by Beethoven? It’s one of my personal favorites.”

“Certainly. It’s one of my favorites, too.”

Arabella ran her fingers over the keys and a broad smile came to Jonathan’s face.

The evening passed with great enjoyment. Jonathan suggested certain pieces that were fun, and Arabella played them. She felt like she’d found a soulmate; he liked exactly the music she loved. It was wonderful to please him with her playing.

Just then Stuart walked in the door.

“I thought I heard music.” He looked at Arabella sitting at the piano and his blue eyes widened. “Was that you? You play beautifully.” He pulled up a chair close to the piano and put a drink he’d brought from the bar down on a table.

“Yes,” Arabella said shyly. “Did my music wake you?”

“I thought I’d died and gone to heaven. Please, play some more.”

“All right. Do you have any favourites you’d like to hear?”

“I don’t know very much about music, so anything you play will make me very happy.”

Arabella smiled with pleasure, but Jonathan didn’t look so happy. He didn’t like how much attention Stuart was paying Arabella. Worse, he didn’t like that she found the miner’s attention to her liking.

By the time Arabella had played the last piece, it was nearly midnight.

“Goodness me,” Maggie said when she noticed the time. “I’ll never get up to do my chores in the morning.”

“Have a lie in,” Tony said, only to receive a look of mock disapproval from his wife.

“It won’t hurt if things get done a little later, Maggie,” Jonathan said. “My mother always said, whatever needed to be done would still be there waiting when you are ready to do it, and she was right.”

“Only because chores don’t do themselves,” Maggie said. “If only fairies came in and did then while we were asleep.”


CHAPTER TEN
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The next afternoon seven people from two families rode in on horseback from Farina. They went straight to the hotel. Tony was surprised to see them. He recognized one family, but not the other.

“Some shearers passed through and told us you had a concert pianist staying here,” Moira Quiggley said. She was accompanied by her husband, Phil, and two sons in their mid teens. Another couple and their young daughter were with them. Tony didn’t know them, but Phil introduced them as the McKenzies and told Tony they had stopped off in Farina for a few days and were stranded when the train didn’t return.

“Miss Fitzherbert is not a concert pianist, but she’s very good,” Tony said, pleased that word was already spreading and attracting people to Marree.

“The shearers couldn’t say enough good things about her,” Moira said. “I think they would have stayed in Marree if there hadn’t been a few thousand sheep needing their attention in The Flinders Ranges.”

“I wouldn’t have minded them staying as long as they behaved,” Tony said.

Phil had noticed the bar window boarded up.

“Dave turned off the beer soon after dinner yesterday,” he said. Dave Brewer was the publican of the Transcontinental Hotel in Farina. He was also the type of man that not many people dared to argue with.

“How did they take that?” Tony asked.

“They were very tired, and they still had hangovers and bruises from their time here, so they didn’t put up too much fuss.”

“He’s lucky,” Tony said.

“They were too busy telling us about this young pianist anyway,” Moira added. “She made quite an impression so we’re hoping she’ll play for us tonight.”

“I think that can be arranged. I don’t think that Constable Higgins would object to us serving drinks on a Sunday if we’re holding an impromptu concert," Tony smiled. “How long will you be staying here?”

“Just a couple of days,” Phil said. He glanced at his wife.

“We haven’t been out of Farina in two years,” she said. “So I insisted we have a couple of days break here once I heard about the pianist. I’ve wanted to go to some concerts in Adelaide for the longest time but Phil won’t make the journey.”

“It’s hard to leave the station, you know that,” Phil said to his wife.

“Just the same I do miss the culture in the city.”

Arabella entered the bar on the way to the dining room to set the tables for Maggie who was anticipating a few people in for dinner, when she saw the new faces.

“Here’s our pianist now,” Tony said. “Arabella these people have traveled all the way from Farina to hear you play,” he said.

“Oh,” Arabella said in surprise.

Moira approached her.

“We are delighted to meet you,” she said, introducing her husband and sons. “You are so young,” she commented, looking Arabella over without the slightest shame.

“I’m nineteen,” Arabella said trying to keep the indignation from her voice.

“Really?” Moira said, glancing at her sons who were both flushing because their mother was always match-making.

“I’ll tell Maggie we have guests,” Arabella said, anxious to get away from Mrs. Quiggley and her sons.

“We’ll be looking forward to hearing you play this evening,” Moira called after her.

Arabella was entering the kitchen when she saw Maggie nearly faint again. She rushed to her side and helped her to a seat. At the same time Jonathan came into the kitchen. He’d been developing photographs in the hallway cupboard he used as a dark room. Arabella could see Stuart at the stables, grooming Bess. He’d just returned from a day out. She’d had a wonderful time with the both of them enjoying her music last night. Neither had wanted to go to bed, but eventually Arabella had been too exhausted to go on.

“What’s wrong?” Jonathan asked.

“Maggie nearly fainted,” Arabella said. “I think she should go upstairs and lie down.”

“I’m fine,” Maggie said unconvincingly.

“No, you’re not,” Arabella said. “I think you need to rest, and Tony would agree.”

“Don’t tell Tony,” Maggie said, almost in a panic.

“Why not?” Arabella asked.

“He worries unnecessarily.”

Arabella knelt down before Maggie and looked into her face.

“I doubt his concern is unnecessary, Maggie, and if you don’t rest, you may push yourself over the edge. You can lie down for an hour. I’ll do whatever needs to be done in the kitchen, and I promise I won’t burn the place down or break anything. If it makes you happy Jonathan can keep an eye on me.” She looked up at him. “Can’t you?”

“I’ll do better than that. I’ll help you,” he said.

Maggie looked from Jonathan to Arabella.

“All right. I’ll lie down for an hour, but that’s all,” she said.

“Good,” Arabella said, helping her to her feet and leading her towards the stairs. She made sure she blocked her view of the bar so she wouldn’t see their new guests. Luckily they’d gone outside to unload their small suitcases from their horses.

Arabella left Maggie in her room and went back to the kitchen to find Jonathan putting some wood in the bucket beside the fire box. 

“I didn’t tell Maggie we have seven new guests or she wouldn’t have gone upstairs.”

“What’s this about Maggie?” Tony asked. He’d been looking for Maggie to tell her they had guests when he heard Arabella mention her.

She was startled because she hadn’t heard him come into the kitchen behind her.

“Maggie felt faint, so we convinced her to lie down for an hour,” Arabella said. She thought Tony should know his wife was unwell, whether Maggie wanted him to or not. “I was just saying to Jonathan that I didn’t tell her about the new guests or she wouldn’t have agreed to go upstairs.”

“You are right,” Tony said, clearly worried. “She’s been overdoing it lately.”

“Jonathan and I will get as much done in the kitchen as we can,” Arabella said. “Would Maggie have been doing chops on the grill with some potatoes and carrots?”

“I think she intended to roast a leg of lamb, but now we’ll need two,” Tony said. “I suppose she would have done boiled carrots and spuds with it.”

“Then we’ll make sure the legs are in the oven by three o’clock,” Jonathan said. He glanced at Arabella. “Shall I dig up some spuds and carrots?”

Arabella glanced at Tony, who answered for her.

“You do that, Jonathan,” he said. “This young lady can’t have blisters on her hands if she’s going to entertain our guests tonight.” His eyes twinkled when he looked back at Arabella, who couldn’t hold back a smile. How things had changed.

“I should have started playing the first day I arrived,” she mumbled as Tony went back to the bar.

By three o’clock, Jonathan had two legs of lamb in the oven and a big pot of spuds and carrots peeled and chopped, ready to be boiled. He and Arabella intended to make gravy and Jonathan said he knew where to find some wild mint to make mint sauce. Maggie fell asleep and didn’t wake up until four thirty, when dinner was well on the way. When she came down to the kitchen she was flustered, but relieved to find that everything seemed to be under control. Her mood soon changed again when she found out they had seven guests for the next two days and no one had told her.

“I’ve rooms to prepare,” she said crossly.

“The rooms are fine,” Tony said. “You washed the sheets yesterday.”

“But the beds aren’t made. I was going to do that some time today.”

“They’re done,” Tony said. “I told Moira Quiggley you weren’t well and she and Mrs. McKenzie and her daughter made the beds.”

Maggie was horrified.

“The guests shouldn’t have to do that.”

“They didn’t mind. In fact, they were bored. They only came to town to hear Arabella play, which she won’t be doing until after dinner.”

“How did they know about Arabella?”

“The shearers told them about her, so you see, business is picking up.” Tony smiled, but his wife scowled at him.

“If that’s the case, then I shouldn’t be sleeping during the day,” Maggie snapped.

Knowing she was usually grumpy if she had an afternoon nap, Tony took no notice. He suspected Maggie was worried about her health, and he was, too.

Arabella helped Maggie carve up the lamb and serve their guests in the dining room.

“Surely you shouldn’t be waiting tables,” Moira said, when Arabella brought in two plates of food.

“Maggie can’t manage on her own,” Arabella said. “Besides, I was stranded and Maggie and Tony were good enough to take me in,” she added. “The least I can do is help out.”

Tony had just brought a tray of drinks through and heard what she said. Hearing Arabella say that he and Maggie were good for taking her in was a surprise, but it pleased him. Perhaps she wasn’t as selfish as he’d first thought. Either that or she was finally growing up. He had noticed a bit of a change in her. She did seem a lot more mature than when she first arrived.

“If you come back to Farina with us, Dave won’t make you wait tables,” Moira said.

Tony became alarmed.

“Stop trying to poach our pianist!”

Moira ignored him.

“He’d probably pay you a wage, too,” she added.

“I’m waiting here until my parents return on the train,” Arabella said. “And I’m sure they won’t be long.”

She remembered going through Farina on the train, and the town was smaller and even less appealing than Marree, if that was possible. Besides, she felt safe with the McMahons and she enjoyed Jonathan’s friendly company. And if she left she surely wouldn’t see either of them anymore – nor Stuart. As it was, she didn’t see that much of him because he was out a lot looking for gold, but she always secretly looked forward to his returns. She really liked both men’s company. They were making her forced stay in the desert town of Marree bearable. Jonathan was dependable and handsome, but more restrained that Stuart. She always felt a little rush of excitement whenever Stuart was around. It was a feeling she had never experienced before and which quite fascinated her. She could not bring herself to ask Maggie how a girl would realize that she was in love, but she was sure she’d find out on her own soon.

“It will be months before the train is running again,” Moira interrupted her day dreams. “The last time termites ate a section of the track the train wasn’t back in action for at least three months.”

Arabella was visibly dismayed.

“It can’t take that long to replace a mile of sleepers,” she said.

“That will probably take weeks, but then the whole track will be checked. That will take months,” Moira said.

Arabella headed slowly back to the kitchen with her head down. She couldn’t let her parents believe for such a long time that she was dead. She had to do something to get to Alice Springs. Maybe Jonathan would accompany her. Stuart would probably be too busy.

“What did you have to say that to her for?” Tony snapped at Moira when Arabella was out of ear shot.

“I was only telling her the truth,” Moira said.

“She misses her parents and now you’ve upset her. If she doesn’t play tonight it will be your fault.”

Moira looked at him wide-eyed.

When Arabella entered the kitchen, tears were blurring her eyes. She didn’t see Maggie lying on the floor until she nearly tripped over her.

“Maggie,” she gasped.

When Maggie didn’t answer her, she ran back to the bar to call Tony.

Three miles south of Alice Springs, four Garawerigal tribesmen saw smoke off in the distance.

“A campfire,” the elder of them suggested in his native language. There hadn’t been any electrical storms to start a grass fire. As they were about to make camp themselves after hours of walking, they decided to investigate who might be nearby. It was early evening, but not quite dark, and they had just caught a goanna for their dinner.

Not sure whether it was white men or tribesmen, they approached the campsite cautiously. As they got closer, they couldn’t see any horses or camels, so they knew it was aborigines.

When they came upon the campsite, it was in chaos. Empty bottles lay scattered amongst the remains of a meal and three sprawling aboriginal bodies: Billy, Charlie and Danny – the aborigines whom Edward Fitzherbert has assigned to the search of his daughter.

The tribesmen were disgusted.

“White fella abos,” they called the drunken aborigines that lived in the towns. As far as they were concerned, they gave all tribesmen a bad name.

Billy was prodded with the blunt end of a spear and the Garawerigal tribesman shouted at him. In a groggy daze he opened his eyes.

The tribesman spoke to him in his tribal language. Birrimbai, or Billy as he called himself in town, was from the Warringal clan, so his language was different, but he understood enough words in the Garawerigal language to have a conversation. He was fairly certain the tribesman had asked him what he was doing in the desert drinking the white man’s poison.

To save face, as he knew what the tribesmen thought of aboriginals who got drunk, and to make himself sound important, Billy told him he and his friends had been out looking for a white girl who had fallen from the train. He claimed they were the best trackers around Alice Springs and that the white man knew this and paid them a lot of money. Despite the slight difficulty in understanding each other, he felt he had impressed the Garawerigal tribesmen.

The tribesmen exchanged a few words and then left Billy and his ‘co-searchers’. Once they were out of earshot the tribesmen laughed at the notion that the three drunken men were good trackers. It was obvious to them that Billy and his friends had taken the foolish white man’s money and spent it on as much grog as they could get. They hadn’t heard anything about a white girl falling from a train, and were not sure the story was even true.

Djalusi and Djilaynga, or Charlie and Danny as they were known in town, were still asleep, so Billy lay down again in the dust and went back to sleep after the tribesmen had gone.

An hour later, the aborigines woke up. It was dark and their fire was going out. At first Billy didn’t immediately recall being visited by the tribesman.

“How long we gonna stay out here?” Djalusi asked him. His head ached and he felt very ill. They normally only drank cheap wine, but twenty pounds had bought the best grog in town and plenty of it. They’d been out in the desert for several days drinking, and Djalusi wanted to get back to Alice Springs. He’d hardly eaten in that time because they’d been in no condition to hunt.

“We should get back soon,” Birrimbai said. He suddenly had a vague memory of talking to someone, or was it just a dream? Then he saw fresh blood in the sand. No, it hadn’t been a dream.

“Someone was here a short while ago,” he said to Djilaynga and Djalusi. They both looked at him like he was crazy. Djalusi suggested the alcohol had caused him to hallucinate.

Birrimbai became angry.

“Four tribesmen were here,” he said with conviction as his memory became a little clearer. He pointed to the blood in the desert sand. “From their kill,” he said. “You were asleep.”

Djilaynga and Djalusi looked at the blood and could see that Birrimbai was telling the truth. They were suddenly mortified that the tribesman had seen them in their drunken stupor. They didn’t care what white people thought of them, but they didn’t want to lose face in front of tribal aborigines.

“Did you tell them what we were doing in the desert?” Djilaynga asked.

“Yes, I told them we were the best trackers in Alice Springs and that we were out searching for a white girl.”

“What did they say?” Djalusi asked pleased with what Birrimbai had said.

“They gave me important news,” Birrimbai lied. “They said a white girl’s remains had been found some days ago about two hours walk from here.” He was convinced that this was the sad truth anyway. So why not claim it to be fact and return to Alice Springs having solved the mystery of the missing girl?, he thought to himself.

Djilaynga and Djalusi were startled.

“Are we going to find them?” Djalusi asked.

“No, we’re going back to town,” Birrimbai said.

“But we promised the girl’s father we would bring her back,” Djalusi said.

“The remains will be scattered by now,” Birrimbai insisted.

His comrades agreed.

“We know what happened to the girl, so we can bring back certain knowledge about her fate,” Birrimbai said. He was pleased with himself. He looked good in the eyes of his friends. And he would put an end to the father’s state of trembling uncertainty. He opened another bottle of rum.

“Maggie,” Tony said, rushing to her side, closely followed by Jonathan and Arabella.

Maggie groaned.

“What … happened?”

“You must have fainted,” Tony said frantically, as he gently lifted her head and supported it with his arm.

Arabella poured a glass of water, which she handed to Tony. He was holding it to Maggie’s lips when he noticed a small graze and lump coming up on the side of her head.

“You’ve bumped your head,” he said, handing Arabella back the glass of water before lifting Maggie into his arms and heading for the stairs. “You’re going to bed,” he said. “And no arguments about it.”

“But the guests,” Maggie protested weakly.

“Don’t worry about the guests. You are going to have bed rest, and that’s the end of it,” Tony added sternly.

Maggie was too weak to argue. Arabella followed Tony up the stairs as he carried her. After Tony had put Maggie on their bed, Arabella gave her the glass of water and insisted she drink it.

“Don’t worry about anything, Maggie,” she said. “I’ll take care of the dishes and anything else that needs to be done in the kitchen.”

“Thank you, Arabella,” Maggie said feebly. “But you shouldn’t have to. Not if you are going to entertain the guests.”

“Playing the piano is not hard work and Jonathan will probably insist on helping me in the kitchen.”

“That would be good of him,” Maggie said. “But I feel terrible that our guests are doing my work.”

“Don’t worry about it. I know Jonathan is happy to help out.” Arabella looked at Tony. “Would you like me to fetch a cold compress for the lump on Maggie’s head?” she asked.

“Yes, it might reduce the swelling.” Tony frowned at his wife. “Do you have any head pain, Maggie?”

She shook her head.

“What about blurred vision?” Arabella asked.

“No, only when I fainted. It’s all right now. I just need to lie down for a few minutes and then I’ll be fine.”

“You are staying in bed for the rest of the day,” Tony said. “And tomorrow.”

“I can’t, Tony,” Maggie said. “Our guests will still be here.”

“They’ll be fine. You have to start looking after yourself, Maggie,” Tony added scornfully, but clearly he was worried. “I’ll have Arabella bring you up a meal, and you must eat it. Promise me you will.”

“All right,” Maggie said, but he could see by the set of her jaw that he was going to have trouble keeping her in bed. Maggie had many good qualities but she was one of the most stubborn women he had ever known.

When Arabella took Maggie her dinner she was already agitated about having to stay in bed.

“This isn’t right,” she said as soon as Arabella entered her room with a tray. “You have enough to do entertaining the guests without doing all the chores.”

“When Moira Quiggley and Jane McKenzie heard you had fainted they went straight into the kitchen and began cleaning up,” Arabella said.

“What?” Maggie said horrified. She swung her legs to the side of the bed to get up.

Arabella stopped her and put her legs back on the bed.

“They desperately want to hear me play so they are more than happy to help out, and when you think about it, Maggie, why shouldn’t they?”

“Because they are hotel guests,” Maggie said. “If they are paying to stay here, we should be looking after them.”

“Tony said they are not paying for the entertainment so it’s only fair that they help out.”

Maggie sighed with exasperation and fell back on the pillows. That was something she would expect Tony to say.

“It’s not the end of the world, Maggie,” Arabella said. “Jonathan said people help each other out in the bush. That’s true, isn’t it?”

Maggie nodded.

“Well then, stop worrying and eat your dinner.”

Maggie sighed again, but this time in resignation. Her head was still light so she really didn’t have the energy to put up much of a fuss, but come tomorrow it would be a different story.

Moira Quiggley and Jane McKenzie soon got the kitchen cleaned up. They were both so excited about hearing Arabella play the piano that they wouldn’t let her lift a finger. Maggie collapsing had also taken Arabella’s mind off the fact that she might not see her parents for months, a prospect she couldn’t face.

Arabella played the piano for two hours with only a short break. With the exception of Wally, the locals, including Jonathan, joined the guests from Farina, so she had a nice audience and she found entertaining them quite enjoyable. While having a quick drink break she overheard Tony telling Ted that he had plans to move the piano into the lounge so that there would be more room for a bigger audience.

The Quiggleys and the McKenzies really enjoyed themselves, even the boys who felt quite grown up when their father allowed them to have a Shandy; a beer with lemonade in it.

“I wish you would consider coming back to Farina with us,” Moira said to Arabella when she finished another piece of music. “The hotel has a lovely big lounge and lots of rooms, each with its own fire place.”

Tony heard what she said.

“There’s only one problem, Moira. There’s no piano at the Transcontinental,” he said. “And you are not having ours.”

Moira pulled a face.

“Then we’ll just have to come here again to hear Arabella play,” she said, and her husband looked at Tony and rolled his eyes. He was sitting at the back of the dining room with Tony and had enjoyed the music, but Phil had more pressing things on his mind. With virtually no rain for years, they were going to lose their farm, a prospect that Moira had chosen not to confront. The early settlers had the theory that rain followed the plough, and that if the train brought wheat farmers to the district, then it would become the granary of the north. Farina was the Latin word for flour, but the early settlers’ ideas weren’t logical and there wasn’t a crop in sight. Farmers like Phil had instead kept cattle, but after suffering years of drought they now knew in hindsight it would have made more sense to keep goats.

Phil was planning to take his cattle south to the markets.

“If it doesn’t rain in the next week, Macca, I’ll have to take my breeding stock and sell them as well,” he told Tony quietly. “It’ll break my heart, and ruin us, but there’s so little for them to eat. It looks like we’re going to lose the farm.”

“The towns along the train line will become ghost towns if it doesn’t rain soon,” Tony was worried. “The farmers aren’t making any money, so they don’t come into town to spend it. Everyone in the town is suffering, and it doesn’t help when the train doesn’t go through.”

“I brought Moira and the boys to Marree to hear your guest play the piano in the hope that it will soften the blow when I have to tell them we’ll soon have to move to the city.”

“But your boys love it in the bush,” Tony said.

“That’s right and they’ve never known anything else, so I know they’ll hate the idea of living in Adelaide. I won’t like it either. I’ve always been a farmer.”

Tony didn’t know what to say. He had his own financial worries but he didn’t want to discuss them. He didn’t want Maggie getting wind of how bad things were.

“Is Terry Higgins still in Farina?” he asked. The young constable had been due back two days ago.

“He was, but he went on to Lyndhurst for a few days,” Phil said.

“What for? Is there some trouble down there?”

“No, he’s sweet on a girl down there.”

“Who?”

“Barney Oldfield’s girl from Oradulla Station.”

“She’d only be about fifteen years old, wouldn’t she?”

“No, she’s twenty now and not a bad looker either.”

“The last time I saw her she was a bit on the chubby side with pigtails and face full of freckles.”

“You should see her now,” Phil said. “Half the blokes for a two hundred mile radius had their eyes on her.”

Tony shook his head and smiled. He could just imagine Terry going after her.

Jonathan could see that Arabella was very tired by ten o’clock, so he insisted she stopped playing and retire. Although she had enjoyed herself, she was quite exhausted and appreciated Jonathan taking care of her. Moira and Jane had praised Arabella’s talent and enjoyed themselves immensely; their families had been delighted as well. Stuart had also listened to her play, but had refrained from flirty remarks. He seemed rather tired as he sat quietly and drank his beer. Only from time to time he had flashed a deep smile to Arabella.

“This has been the best night I’ve had in years,” Moira said as she climbed the stairs behind Arabella. “You won’t mind playing for us again tomorrow night, will you?”

“No, of course not.”

“How do you think Maggie will be tomorrow?” Moira asked.

“I don’t know, but Tony wants her to have at least another day’s rest,” Arabella said. “You won’t mind helping with the breakfast, will you?”

“Not at all, dear. You tell Maggie not to worry about a thing. We’ll pop in and see her tomorrow after breakfast, if she’s up to visitors.”

Arabella smiled but she knew Maggie would be chomping at the bit to get out of bed in the morning. She was sure it would take all of Tony’s determination to keep her there.

As soon as Arabella got up the next morning she knocked on Maggie’s door. In all honesty she didn’t expect her to be in her room, so she was surprised when she heard her call, “come in.”

Maggie was still in bed, which alarmed Arabella because she had fully expected to see her up and around, telling everyone that she was fine and taking charge in the kitchen.

“How are you this morning, Maggie?” she asked cautiously.

“I’m still a bit dizzy, but I’m sure it will pass by the end of the day,” Maggie said.

Arabella thought she sounded bewildered that she didn’t feel like her old self.

“Don’t worry about anything. Just concentrate on getting well.”

“How did last night go? Did the guests enjoy hearing you play for them?” Maggie had been able to hear the music faintly from her room and had been upset that she couldn’t be downstairs to enjoy it.

“It went very well. Moira has already asked me to play for them again this evening.”

Maggie frowned.

“I should be up making meals for them.”

“We’re all mucking in this morning for breakfast, and we can do the same for lunch.” Arabella noticed a pot of tea beside the bed.

“I see Tony has already brought you tea, so I’ll go and get you some toast.” Arabella headed for the door.

“I should be baking bread,” Maggie said. “There can’t be much left.”

Arabella had smelt bread baking as soon as she opened her door.

“Someone has done it. I could smell it in the hallway.”

Maggie frowned again. She wasn’t sure she liked having the guests working in her kitchen, and Arabella could see it.

“It’s all right, Maggie,” she said soothingly. “Stop fretting. I’ll be back in a minute with your toast.”

Arabella went downstairs where she found Moira and Jane busy in the kitchen. Jane’s daughter, Alice, who was about twelve years old, was also helping. They’d apparently been up very early, and had baked several loaves of bread. Jane was standing beside the stove, frying eggs.

“Here’s our accomplished pianist now,” Moira said, slightly embarrassing Arabella. “We were just about to bring your breakfast up.”

“You don’t have to do that,” Arabella said in astonishment, having a mental flash of her life back home in England. It wasn’t until that moment that she realized how much Maggie had changed her. Admittedly it was change forced upon her, but here in Marree for the first time in her life she actually felt she was of some use to someone, and it was a good feeling. 

“We thought you might like a lie in so that you are fresh for this evening’s performance.”

“I came down to get Maggie’s breakfast,” Arabella said. She hadn’t thought ahead to this evening’s performance because there was so much else to think about with Maggie not well.

“Oh, what would she like?” Moira said.

“I was going to take her toast,” Arabella said.

“How about an egg on toast?” Jane enquired. “The eggs are almost ready.”

“I’m sure Maggie would like that,” Arabella said. “Where is Tony?”

“He’s out the back chopping wood,” Moira said. “How is Maggie this morning?”

“She’s still dizzy,” Arabella said. “But hopefully she’ll be better after resting today.”

“I heard rumours that she had a serious complaint,” Moira said. “I would have asked her if I thought there was any truth to it, but Maggie looked well when I last saw her, which was about two months ago.” The women caught up about twice a year when the Country Women’s Association met in Marree, Farina or Lyndhurst. Moira was the president.

“She hasn’t mentioned anything,” Arabella said, slightly alarmed.

“It probably isn’t true,” Moira said. “All sorts of rumours circulate in the bush.”

“Where’s the nearest doctor?” Arabella asked. There hadn’t been any mention of one in town.

“Dr. Roberts travels on the train between Hawker in the Flinders and Alice Springs, if the train is running, that is. He usually spends a week or so in each town, seeing patients who need his services. That gives those on the stations who want to see him time to get into town. With the train stuck somewhere near Alice Springs, he’ll be riding a camel, so I don’t know when he’ll get here.”

“Is he an Afghan?” Arabella asked. Roberts was an English name but she couldn’t imagine an English doctor riding a camel.

“Goodness, no. He only uses the Afghans and their camels to take him between towns when the train is out of commission, which is at least once or twice a year.”

Arabella entered Maggie’s room with a breakfast tray, and deposited it on the bedside table. It contained a cup of tea, milk, sugar, cutlery, salt and pepper and a piece of toast with an egg on it.

“What’s happening downstairs?” Maggie wanted to know as soon as the door opened and she saw Arabella.

“Everything is under control. Moira and Jane are just doing the dishes.”

“Have the chickens been fed?”

“Yes, Tony did it, and collected the eggs. Jane McKenzie baked the bread and cooked the eggs. Moira did the toast and now she’s doing the dishes. She said she’ll dust after that and sweep the floors. There’s nothing for me to do, so I’m going for a short walk to the Ghan town with Jonathan, unless there’s something you’d like me to do.”

Maggie seemed to relax, but it was clear she wasn’t comfortable with the guests doing the chores.

“No, you go.”

“Moira and Jane want to come up and see you after breakfast. Is that all right with you?” Arabella asked.

Maggie brightened.

“Yes, I’d love to catch up on all the news from Farina.”

“Good. I’ll tell them to give you a few minutes to have your breakfast.”

“They can come up any time,” Maggie said, sprinkling salt on her egg. “It won’t take me long to eat this.”

Arabella left Maggie feeling happy that she had an appetite because she saw that as a good sign that she didn’t have anything serious wrong with her.

Downstairs Arabella told the women she was going for a walk and that Maggie was looking forward to a visit from them. She met Jonathan in the lounge, where he was going through the latest of his photographs. He was taking them to show Paddy Khan, something he’d promised to do once they were developed. He was also looking forward to introducing Arabella to Paddy.

The Ghan town, which was on the other side of the railway line, was made up of a dozen small homes constructed of iron and mud brick. They had flat roofs and glassless, shuttered windows either side of the door. Jonathan explained that the shutters, which provided ventilation in the heat, were closed whenever the sun was on that side of the house, and covered whenever there was a dust storm. In the centre of the town was a rather elaborate mosque by bush standards, with an array of mats outside, all facing the same direction.

“They’re prayer mats, but morning prayers are over,” Jonathan said, explaining why the mosque was deserted.

Arabella noticed a few men coming and going from their homes, or attending camels in their pens. They gave her dark, mistrustful looks, which she tried to ignore. Outside two of the nearest homes she noticed aboriginal women with children. They glanced at her with apathetic disinterest, which she preferred to their husbands’ hostile glances.

“Paddy is with his camels,” Jonathan said, looking towards one of several large camel pens. Paddy waved when he saw them approaching. He was tall and slim, and wore a hat instead of a turban and baggy overalls, but no shirt. His skin wasn’t as dark as that of the other Afghans, and he had a completely content expression on his face, which was in stark contrast to most of the Afghans. Arabella supposed his nature was influenced by his Irish heritage. As they neared the camel pens, the odour was stifling in the growing heat, and she couldn’t help covering her nose and mouth with her hand. When she saw Jonathan give her a warning look, she realized that Paddy would think she was rude, so she removed her hand and tried not to breathe deeply.

“Good morning,” Jonathan called, and Paddy returned his greeting warmly.

“I’d like you to meet Arabella Fitzherbert,” Jonathan said to Paddy. “She’s been stranded in town for awhile …” Jonathan’s voice trailed off. He felt slightly uncomfortable giving this explanation, but felt he had to say something. Paddy, like all the Afghans, already knew about Arabella’s predicament and that she thought camels were stinking creatures. He also knew Jonathan well enough to know that he had brought her to the Ghan town in an effort to open her eyes.

“I’m … pleased to meet you,” Paddy said in a voice that lilted. The affable side of his nature might have taken pity on her situation, overlooked her ignorance and made him take her to Alice Springs, but several of his cows were delivering their calves and he thought that was far more important than taking her on a journey to be reunited with her parents when they would be returning as soon as the train was running again.

“The photographs turned out even better than I was expecting,” Jonathan said to Paddy.

“Wonderful,” Paddy said, as Jonathan began showing them to him. “The trip was worthwhile,” he added as he admired them. He was genuinely pleased and obviously very proud of Jonathan.

One of the camels made a low growling sound and Arabella squealed and jumped backwards.

“It’s all right,” Paddy said. “Mosi is just complaining about the impending birth of her calf. After thirteen months in gestation, she is uncomfortable and wishes it was over.”

“I thought she looked wide around her girth,” Arabella said.

“Her calf’s weight will be between sixty five and eighty pounds at birth,” Paddy said. “Carrying the weight is no bother to her, but like all expectant mothers at the end of a pregnancy, she wants it over and done with.”

“Oh, I can imagine,” Arabella said. “Poor thing.”

“Exactly. All women would sympathize with her.”

An enormous male bellowed in another pen alongside, and Arabella jumped again.

“Shut up, Hannibal,” Paddy said in a mock stern voice. He looked at Arabella. “He has no sympathy. He’s impatient to breed with her again.”

Arabella blushed. She then heard a bleating sound and a baby camel came out from between all the other camels. It approached the fence railing and pushed its head through, stretching its neck in an effort to reach Arabella. She instinctively backed away.

“He won’t harm you,” Paddy said. “He’s looking for his mother.”

Arabella immediately empathized with him. “Isn’t she one of these camels’?”

“No, she was frightened off by a wild bull in musth while grazing. He may have taken her into his herd, but I am still hoping she’ll come back.”

Arabella looked into the soft brown eyes of the baby camel as it kept bellowing and stretching his head in an effort to smell her. She couldn’t help but feel so sorry for him.

“He seems to like you,” Paddy said in amazement. “Uri is usually very shy.”

“He has wonderful eyelashes,” Arabella said with a touch of envy. They were long and thick.

“Camels have a double row of long, curly eye lashes to keep sand and dust out of their eyes. Also a third eyelid keeps the eye clean. Their eyebrows are bushy because they shade their eyes from the sun.”

Arabella looked at the adults.

“They look like tatty blankets with their fur shedding the way it does,” she said tactlessly.

Paddy appeared to take no offence, much to Jonathan’s relief.

“They begin molting in the spring but in the autumn they will grow a new coat and look very good.”

The baby camel made a bleating sound again.

“Perhaps he is hungry,” Arabella said. The cry he was making was so pitiful.

“I am milking another cow and feeding him that way until his mother returns,” Paddy said.

Arabella’s eyes widened in amazement because she understood he was talking about a female camel. 

“You … are milking a camel?” she said in disbelief.

“Yes, dairy herds are kept in the middle east. Although the milk is far more nutritious than milk from a dairy cow, the flavor is an acquired taste for westerners.”

“Is it true they store water in their humps?”

“No, that is a myth. The hump is made of fat, which breaks down and allows them to go without food for days. But if they are not fed properly, or in poor condition, the hump will shrink or flop to one side.”

“Where’s the calf’s hump?”

“They are born without a hump, but it will grow when he starts eating solids. I will start him on them soon.”

The calf stretched its neck out to Arabella again and made a pitiful sound.

“Is he trying to bite me?” she asked Paddy in alarm.

“No, he is looking for protection and caresses.” Paddy stroked the calf’s nose in a very loving way that impressed Arabella. He seemed so at ease with his camels, but Arabella still felt apprehensive being anywhere close to them.

“How long do young camels stay with their mother?” Arabella asked. Despite her fear, she felt sorry for the young camel.

“About five years. He would begin training long before that, though. If there are too many young males in a herd, they are used for meat.”

“You eat them?” Arabella was horrified.

“Oh, yes. Their meat is the best.”

“Can we go?” she briskly asked Jonathan. It was all too much for her and the bull was growling again and frightening her. He was more than eight feet tall so he was very intimidating.

“Thank you for bringing the photographs here for me to see,” Paddy said. He looked at Arabella. “It was nice meeting you.”

“Thank you. It was a pleasure to meet you, too.” Arabella backed away from the camel pen where more curious camels showed up and stretched their heads out. “What did you think of Paddy?” Jonathan asked her as they walked back to the hotel.

Arabella could still hear the baby bleating like a sheep. It was a pitiable sound.

“I’m not sure. I thought he was a nice man until he said they eat the young male camels.” She kept seeing Uri’s brown eyes in her mind.

“Well, you eat young lambs, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

“So what’s the difference?”

“Nothing, I suppose,” Arabella admitted. She had thought Paddy had a deep affection for his animals.

“As I said before, the cameleers think very highly of their animals. And when you consider what they can do, you should understand why.”

Arabella was beginning to see how valuable they were to those living in the outback, but she couldn’t get the stifling smell of them out of her nose. Even when they reached the hotel, she could still smell them and was beginning to develop a headache.

At the hotel, Tony was planning a barbeque for the evening. All the women had to do was slice bread to have with the lamb chops. He was still worried about Maggie because she couldn’t stand up. Every time she tried, her head began spinning.

Arabella popped in to see Maggie but had to leave her soon and lie down because her headache had become almost unbearable and the smell of the camels had made her feel nauseous. This had Moira and Jane worrying that she wouldn’t be able to play for them that evening, and as they were heading back to Farina first thing in the morning, they were especially disappointed.

By early evening, Arabella didn’t feel much better, but she didn’t want to disappoint the visitors so she agreed for play for half an hour after the barbeque, which she couldn’t eat.

“I’m sorry,” she said after half an hour. “I feel dreadful, so I must retire.”

“I hope we can get back to see you again before you leave Marree,” Moira said before Arabella went upstairs.

“I doubt I’ll be here very long,” Arabella replied, still hopeful that the train would soon return.

“Well thank you for entertaining us. It was worth the long trip just to hear you play. You should be in a concert hall.”

Arabella was flattered, but she went to bed.

Jonathan knocked on her door shortly afterwards.

“Do you want anything before I go to bed?” he asked.

“No thank,” Arabella said. “I just hope I feel better tomorrow.”

“I’m sure you will. Good night.”

Arabella was very touched by his concern and thought again what a thoughtful man he was.

“Good night,” she said.

Soon after the hotel had fallen into silence and everyone was asleep, Arabella was awoken by a strange sound. She sat up in bed and listened, and then heard it again. For a moment she was bewildered but then she thought she recognized it. It was the cry of the baby camel, Uri. She got up and went out onto the balcony. In the bright moonlight the little camel appeared from underneath her. It was still making the pitiable bleating sound.

“What are you doing here?” Arabella hissed. “Go back to your pen.”

The camel turned in circles, not sure where the voice was coming from. It still kept crying.

“Sshh,” Arabella said. “How did you get out of your pen, anyway?”

The baby camel stood still and looked around, obviously bewildered. Arabella couldn’t help feeling sorry for him. His situation reminded her so much of her own, and he was so young. When he kept crying and made no attempt to go back to the Ghan town and his pen, she didn’t know what to do. She wanted to ask Jonathan, but she didn’t want to enter his bedroom in the middle of the night, so she slipped into the dressing gown she’d borrowed from Maggie and went downstairs.

As soon as the camel saw her, he came to towards her. Arabella had the urge to run back inside, but she stood her ground with her legs shaking. She’d grabbed a piece of bread as she went through the kitchen, something to bribe him with in case he tried to bite her. He seemed overjoyed and tried to get close to her, but she kept backing away. After a minute or two, when she realized he wasn’t going to hurt her, Arabella stood her ground and stroked his neck. His fur was surprising soft. Even in the darkness, she could see his enormous brown eyes, which seemed to be sad, and her heart melted. He looked so lost and forlorn.

“Look,” she said. “I know how you feel, because I feel the same. I miss my mother terribly, but what can we do?” Tears welled in her eyes. “We have to have faith that our mothers will come back for us. They love us, so I’m sure they will.”

The camel made a bleating sound again, and turned his head to look off into the distance. Arabella followed his line of vision. He was gazing out at the Strzelecki Desert.

“You know she’s out there, don’t you?” she whispered. “And I’m sure she’s missing you as much as you are missing her.” Arabella offered Uri the piece of bread in her hand. He nibbled at it, but then dropped it in the dirt and looked out into the desert again.

“You had better go back to your pen,” Arabella said. It suddenly occurred to her that Uri might be in danger. As a young animal, he could be attacked by dingoes.

Arabella hurried upstairs. She took a deep breath and knocked on Jonathan’s door. “Jonathan. Wake up,” she called in a low voice while persistently knocking.

After a few minutes he came to the door. “What’s wrong, Arabella?” he asked sleepily. “Are you all right?”

“Yes, it’s the baby camel. He’s outside and he keeps crying.”

Jonathan looked bewildered that she had awoken him because of the camel. “He’ll be all right. He’ll go back to the others.”

“But what if dingoes attack him?” Arabella asked.

“Dingoes! I don’t think so. Go back to bed and stop worrying about him.”

“I can’t. I won’t be able to sleep unless I know he’s safe.”

A door opened down the corridor and Stuart Thompson stepped out in pyjamas. “Is everything all right?” he asked.

“One of the cameleer’s young camels is under the balcony crying,” Arabella said in a loud whisper. She didn’t want to wake the McMahons.

“Oh, do you want to take him back to the Ghan town?”

“Yes,” Arabella answered. “Maybe you …”

“It’s all right, Stuart,” Jonathan said quickly, stepping into the corridor. “I have everything under control. You go back to bed.”

“Are you sure you don’t need any help?” Stuart was looking at Arabella.

Arabella was pleased that he asked and she smiled.

“No, we’re fine,” Jonathan said insistently. “See you in the morning.”

“All right,” Stuart said. “But if you need anything just call me.”

“Thank you,” Arabella said appreciatively.

Jonathan was looking at her with narrowed eyes. He couldn’t help noticing that she seemed to go weak at the knees whenever Stuart was around.

“I thought you didn’t like camels,” he said to her in a tone harsher than he intended.

“I don’t … well not really. But I can’t leave the poor baby camel out there crying. Besides, I can’t sleep because of the din he’s making. He’s missing his mother.”

Jonathan sighed and yawned.

“I’m sorry I woke you, but you have to put him back in his pen with the other camels.”

“He probably wasn’t in a pen. Paddy tethers the camels on a long rope so that they can graze over night.”

“Graze on what? There’s nothing but thorny bushes out there.”

“You’d be surprised what camels can eat. Paddy probably left Uri with one of the females. It’s very odd that he’s wandered off by himself. Give me a minute to get dressed.”

Jonathan closed his door and Arabella waited for him in the corridor. Her thoughts immediately went back to Stuart. She liked his easy going manner, and couldn’t help wondering if he liked her, too. She was sure he was not the sort of man her parents would want her seeing, as a miner and a drifter, but that only seemed to add to his appeal. Jonathan’s door opened.

“I’m sorry for keeping you waiting,” he said noticing she was looking in the direction of Stuart’s room.

“That’s all right,” Arabella said.

They went downstairs together. Out the back, Jonathan grabbed a rope from the stables and they went looking for the camel. He was still wandering around bleating for Arabella under the balcony.

“I’ll take him back to a pen,” Jonathan said. “You go back to bed.”

Arabella nodded as Jonathan put the rope around Uri’s neck and tried to lead him towards the Ghan town. The camel refused to go with him. He kept turning to Arabella and making a racket.

“I think you are going to have to come with me,” Jonathan said finally. “For some reason, he’s very attached to you.”

“I don’t know why,” Arabella wondered, trying to sound dispassionate when her heart was breaking for the poor camel. She understood exactly how he felt, but how could she explain that to Jonathan.


CHAPTER ELEVEN
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When Jonathan and Arabella got to the camel pens they found most of the females tethered a short distance away grazing, and the much larger males in the pen.

“I don’t know whether it’s safe to put Uri in with the males,” Jonathan said. “They are in a highly excitable state because a lot of the cows have already given birth and they want to mate them again.”

“We’ll have to leave him with the females,” Arabella said.

“If we don’t tether him he’ll follow us back to the hotel.”

“Maybe if we stayed here with him for a little while he’ll settle,” Arabella suggested.

“Aren’t you tired?” Jonathan asked, yawning.

“Yes, but I won’t get any sleep if Uri follows us and cries all night. He woke me from a deep sleep.”

“How are you feeling? Has your headache gone?”

“Yes.” Arabella noticed in the cool of the night the camel pens didn’t smell as bad as they did in the heat of the day.

“Aren’t you cold only in your nightdress and a gown?” Jonathan looked at her intently. He couldn’t help noticing how she had changed since she arrived in Marree. Her features had softened and she smiled more. The sunburn was also healing and the whining tone in her voice had gone. She had also filled out a bit on Maggie’s big meals.

Arabella blushed under his looks. It wasn’t like Jonathan to look at her like that.

“Not at all,” she said and turned to Uri again.

Jonathan and Arabella walked between the tethered females, hoping the baby camel would become attached to one of them and stay with her, but he continued to follow Arabella wherever she went.

“We’ll have to wake Paddy and see what he can do,” Jonathan finally said in defeat.

“It seems a shame to do that,” Arabella said as the baby camel rubbed his head on her shoulder.

“We don’t have any alternative. He’s become very attached to you.”

Arabella wouldn’t admit it, but she was deeply touched. She was sure the camel sensed they were in the same predicament and that was why he wanted to be near her. She couldn’t sit with him all night though, so it seemed they had no choice but to wake Paddy.

Suddenly they heard the click of a gun being cocked. “Who’s there?” someone growled in the darkness.

“Paddy! Is that you?” Jonathan said thinking he recognized his voice. He pushed through a group of camels to find Paddy on the other side. He looked sleepy, as if they’d just woken him. “Whoa, put that gun down,” Jonathan said when he noticed the rifle was pointing straight at him.

Paddy lowered the barrel.

“What are you doing out here?” Jonathan noticed a deck chair behind him with a blanket on it.

“Guarding my camels from feral males who might want to steal them,” Paddy said, noticing Arabella behind him. “What are you two doing here?”

“We brought Uri back.”

“Back? Where from?”

“He’s been hanging around the hotel making a Hell of a racket.”

Paddy was astonished that the baby camel had left the females. Still half asleep, he couldn’t take it in when Arabella told him that the baby camel had been crying under the balcony.

“That’s very odd behaviour,” he said. “When I’ve lost a female to a wild bull before, her calf usually attaches itself to another female, or me. Uri only met you for a few minutes, so I can’t believe he went looking for you.”

“Do you really think that is what he did?” Arabella asked – secretly she felt honored.

“He seems to want to be close to you,” Paddy said, noticing Uri was rubbing his head on her shoulder again.

As Paddy tethered the young camel, Arabella and Jonathan bid him goodnight and walked away, but Uri started to bellow pitifully. Arabella thought her heart would break, but there was nothing she could do. Tears came to her eyes, but she brushed them away quickly, hoping Jonathan wouldn’t see how much she was affected. When they arrived at the hotel, she hurried upstairs and quickly thanked Jonathan and bid him good night. She closed her door to him without waiting for his reply. Back in bed she found she couldn’t sleep, and even imagined she could still hear Uri’s pitiful cries. It made her miss her own mother all the more.

The next morning, Arabella heard the baby camel again. It was eight o’clock, which surprised her. She had intended to be up to say goodbye to the Quiggleys and the McKenzies, but she’d overslept. They had planned to head off at day break so that they could cover some distance before the worst heat of the day. She went out onto the balcony and sure enough Uri was there in the street below, bellowing loudly.

“Uri,” she exclaimed. “What are you doing here?” She quickly dressed and hurried downstairs. The baby camel came straight to her. A moment later, Paddy appeared in a fluster and tried to rope the young camel, but it eluded him.

“As soon as I undid his tether this morning, he took off,” he said. “I don’t know what it is about you, but he just wants to be near you.” Paddy tried to rope the camel again but he ran off and then circled back behind Arabella.

“He might let you get a rope on him,” Paddy said, holding the rope out to her.

“I couldn’t do that,” Arabella said wide-eyed.

“Why not? He comes right up to you, so it should be easy.”

Arabella felt she was breaking the young camel’s trust, but how did she tell Paddy that? She’d sound foolish.

“What if I walk over to the hotel stable and lead him into a yard there?” she said.

“That’s an idea. And then I can get on rope on him,” Paddy said excitedly.

“I meant that I can look after him if you give me the milk and whatever else he eats.”

“You don’t want to be bothered with him,” Paddy said in astonishment.

Arabella was beginning to feel protective of the young camel. His big brown eyes looked so sad.

“I don’t mind,” she said thinking of how much he was missing his mother. “He’s only going to keep coming back here anyway.”

“What will Tony and Maggie say if there’s a camel in their stables?”

“I’m sure they won’t mind as long as I keep the stable clean,” Arabella said, not feeling half as confident as she sounded.

Paddy scratched his head.

“I must get back and feed the others,” he said. “I’ll bring Uri’s milk over as soon as I can.”

“All right,” Arabella said, wondering what she was getting herself into. “I’ll meet you at the stable.”

Paddy hurried away.

The young camel made no move to follow him. Arabella began walking towards the stable, wondering if he’d follow her. He hesitated for only a moment and then he trailed behind her, crying pitifully. Stuart Thompson’s horse was kept in one of the four stable yards, so Arabella led the camel into one alongside his mare, hoping he might be quiet if he had some company. When he followed her in, she shut the gate behind him and then climbed the fence railing and sat on the top. For a moment Uri looked bewildered as he looked around the yard. He could smell the Quiggley’s’ and McKenzies’ horses because they’d not long ago vacated the stalls.

“Don’t be afraid,” Arabella said. “I’ll stay close by.”

Arabella stroked the baby camel’s nose for a while, but then she noticed Rita, Lily and Missy near the back door of the hotel. Rita was calling Maggie and Arabella realized they probably didn’t know Maggie was not well, so she went over to see what they wanted.

“Where is the missus?” Rita asked her.

“I guess Maggie is still in bed,” Arabella said. “She’s not well.”

“What’s wrong with her?” Rita asked, frowning.

The intimidating look on Rita’s face always made Arabella want to run away from her, but despite the urge, she stood her ground. She knew the women were fond of Maggie and she could see they were worried.

“I’m not really sure. She’s dizzy all the time,” she said. “She actually fainted two days, so Tony insisted she rests in bed. If she’s feeling better today though, I’m sure she’ll be up. I’ll tell her you came by looking for her if you like.”

Rita regarded Arabella with what she thought was suspicion, but she said nothing as she walked away with Lily and Missy following her.

“That was odd,” Arabella thought. Uri was crying again, and Arabella was afraid that Tony would hear him, so she went to look for Tony. She wanted to tell him about the baby camel and explain the situation before he found Uri. She looked in the bar, but then heard Tony’s voice out the front of the hotel. When she got outside she saw Tony talking to a man in uniform. They were standing under the shade of the balcony that went along the front and the sides.

“Excuse me, Tony,” she said, interrupting their conversation. “I’d like to talk to you in a minute. I’ll wait in the bar.”

The man Tony was talking with turned around when he heard a strange voice.

“Sure, Arabella,” Tony said. “This is Constable Higgins. He’s stationed in town.”

“Oh, hello,” she said. She was glad the constable was back in town. She hadn’t seen Wally in the last days, but she still was a bit afraid.

“Terry, this is Arabella Fitzherbert,” Tony said. “She’s staying with us for awhile.” He had been going to tell Terry all about her, but he’d been asking about Maggie so he hadn’t gotten around to it.

“Where are you from?” the young constable asked.

“England, London actually.”

Terry was confused and by nature had an enquiring mind, well suited to his job.

“I’m not knocking our town, but you picked a strange place to stay,” he said. “Do you have family with you?”

“I’m not here without my family by choice,” Arabella said. “I was left behind by the train.”

Terry frowned.

“How did that happen?”

“Actually, I wasn’t left in Marree. The train stopped quite a way from here because there was a dead animal on the track and I tried to get off and slipped, twisting my ankle. I was trying to get up when the train took off without me.”

“Dear Lord,” Terry said with his mouth dropping open. “Some aborigines I met mentioned a girl found in the desert. It must have been you.”

“What?” Arabella asked in surprise.

“I was talking to some aboriginals in Lyndhurst who had heard through other aborigines about a girl some Arrernte clan members had found. It must have been you they were talking about.”

“Yes, it was,” Arabella said, wide eyed.

“I didn’t know whether to believe their story. They are usually pretty accurate but …” Their story had been completely bizarre. He’d actually laughed at the description of the young women they’d given and thought what they’d said was so far fetched it couldn’t possibly be true.

“Do you think my parents will send aborigines out to look for me?” Arabella asked hopefully.

“They might,” Terry said cautiously.

“If they hear about me like you did, I’m sure they will,” Arabella said, suddenly filled with renewed enthusiasm that her parents wouldn’t be worrying long.

“Hold on, why did you want to get off the train in the middle of nowhere?” he asked. “That doesn’t sound like a smart thing to do.”

“I wanted to pick a wildflower.” Arabella blushed. At the time it hadn’t seemed like a bad idea, but now it sounded like a very foolish thing to do.

Terry’s eyes widened. He couldn’t believe the stupidity of some people.

“I had never seen such an exotic flower before and the train had been at a standstill for quite some time,” Arabella said in her defense under Terry’s accusing eyes. “I’m sure my parents must have worked out that I got off the train when it stopped. They wouldn’t know what else to think.”

“I doubt anyone would think of that. It’s more likely they believe you fell off the train. They could have come to the conclusion that you opened the wrong door during the night. There wouldn’t be much else to believe when someone goes missing on a train.”

Arabella hadn’t thought of that.

“To be honest, Miss Fitzherbert, the rail authorities will give you no hope of surviving. I doubt they hired anyone to go out and look for you.” His voice softened. “A very fit European person wouldn’t last longer than about forty eight hours in the desert without water. A very slender woman would be lucky to last twenty four hours, so no one would believe you were still alive.”

“I know my parents won’t believe I’m dead. They’ll send someone out to find me. My father could even be looking for me himself.”

Terry knew the authorities wouldn’t let him do that.

“It would take months on foot to reach here. To be perfectly honest, it’s a miracle you got back here alive.”

“You already know that some tribal aborigines brought me back here,” Arabella said. “They also found water for me, or I would have perished.” After being told several times how she was given no hope of surviving, Arabella was beginning to realize how lucky she was that the aborigines had brought her back to Marree. She blushed as she remembered how she’d treated them.

“You are lucky the aborigines brought you back to Marree, Miss Fitzherbert,” Terry said, removing his hat to scratch his head, which was covered in hair so blonde it was almost white. He knew of other cases where someone they’d found had had a completely different fate. As she was so young, he didn’t tell her about them.

“I know,” she said gravely. This realization gave her a new strength and faith she had never experienced before. “And my parents will hold onto hope until I’m found, or until evidence I’m dead is presented to them, and that’s not going to happen because here I am, alive and well,” she said bravely.

“I’m sure the police in Alice Springs will tell them it’s highly unlikely any remains will ever be found. With starving dingoes roaming the desert, and ants, and other wild animals …”

“I get the picture,” Arabella interrupted him. “There’s no need to elaborate.” She shuddered to think of what her fate might have been.

“I wanted to travel to Alice Springs by camel,” she said. “But no-one here will take me.” She was hoping Terry had some authority with the cameleers.

Terry was surprised by this news but immediately felt the cameleers must have had a reason for refusing to take her to Alice Springs.

“There’s no sense in risking your life,” he said. “Not when you’ve been given a second chance.”

“But it’s not right that my mother and father suffer unnecessary anguish,” Arabella objected. “If one of your family miraculously survived a terrible ordeal, wouldn’t you want to know?”

“I see your point, but what if you were traveling overland on a camel to Alice Springs and the train got underway and began heading south. You’d miss each other.”

“You’re right,” Arabella said, seeing the sense in what he was saying. No one knew when the train would be underway again. “Perhaps it’s best if I remain here.” Maggie and the baby camel were in the back of Arabella’s mind. For the time being she felt she was needed in Marree. Suddenly she thought she heard the cries of the baby camel again.

“Excuse me,” she said in a panic. She was terrified Tony would find the camel before she’d had time to explain and she didn’t want to do it in front of the young constable.

“Didn’t you want to talk to me about something, Arabella?” Tony asked.

She glanced at Terry.

“It … can wait,” she said and hurried away.

Tony looked at Terry in confusion.

“Did she bump her head?” Terry asked with a mischievous grin.

“She must have,” Tony said, shaking his head.

“Why wouldn’t any of the cameleers take her to Alice Springs?” Terry asked.

“She called their camels stinking creatures.”

Terry laughed.

“She’d be forgiven for telling them they stink, but not their camels.”

“What did the aboriginals you spoke to say about her?” Tony knew Terry well enough to know he hadn’t told her the whole story.

“They said the woman found had lost her mind. The description they gave was quite comical. It was that funny, I thought they were exaggerating. They didn’t say which town she had been taken to, but after I knew she was in a town, I didn’t worry. I wasn’t going to look for the woman they described that’s for sure. She has no idea how lucky she was that tribesman found her not too far from town and brought her back here. They could have kept her as a slave. It’s happened before.”

Tony couldn’t help laughing.

“She certainly wouldn’t make one,” he said. “I can’t help feeling sorry for her mother and father, though.”

“By now they’d believe she was dead.” Terry dropped his head. “At least when the train is running again, their pain will be over.”

“Who knows when that will be,” Tony said.

“I suppose your business is suffering?” Terry asked after a small silence.

“Yeah,” Tony said. He had been trying not to think about it.

“Apart from lost girls wandering in from the desert, has it been quiet around here?”

“Yes. A mob of shearers came through a few days ago. They started fighting and would have smashed the place up, but Arabella began playing the piano and that turned them into choir boys.”

“You don’t say!” Terry couldn’t believe it.

“Mate, you had to see it, to believe it.”

“I wish I had.”

“She played last night and the night before for Phil and Moira Quiggley and the McKenzies. She’s very good.”

“I can’t wait to hear her,” Terry said.

“I’d better get to my chores. Good to have you back, mate.” Tony shook Terry’s hand.

“It’s good to be back, Macca.” Terry turned to walk away.

“By the way, mate,” Tony said. “I hear you are sweet on one of the Oldfield girls.”

Terry smirked and scratched his head again.

“Strewth, you can’t keep a secret in the bush,” he said, laughing.

“Nothing works better than the bush telegraph,” Tony said as he went inside.

When Tony went out the back door of the hotel to feed the chickens, he glanced in the direction of the stables, and thought he was seeing things when he saw a young camel. When he saw Arabella step from behind it, he approached her.

“What’s a camel doing in our stables?” he asked.

She hadn’t heard him approaching and jumped with fright.

“Tony! You frightened me,” she said with her hand over her hammering heart.

“How did that camel get in my stables?” Tony asked.

“That’s … what I wanted to talk to you about, Tony,” Arabella said in small voice.

He looked at her in disbelief when he saw her stroking the beast.

“I thought you hated camels,” he said.

“I do … well, not all of them. This poor fellow’s mother has run off into the desert and he’s missing her.”

“Doesn’t he belong to one of the Afghans?”

“Yes, Paddy Khan.”

“Then why is he here?”

“He keeps looking for me. He woke me up last night and then again this morning crying under the balcony. Didn’t you hear him?”

Tony frowned in confusion.

“I was exhausted so I didn’t hear a thing.”

“I went down to him, but he wouldn’t stop. Jonathan and I took him back to Paddy Khan in the middle of the night, but as soon as Paddy took the tether off him this morning he came back here. It seems he wants to be near me. Paddy doesn’t understand it, but for some reason he’s attached to me.”

“We can’t keep him here. Paddy will have to take him back.”

“I’ll keep the stables clean, Tony, and look after him. You won’t have to do a thing.”

“You’ve got enough to do helping Maggie. Tell Paddy to come and get him, Arabella Fitzherbert.” Tony marched away. His using her surname indicated that he was really cross.

Arabella’s eyes welled with tears.

“How can he be so hard-hearted?” she complained aloud.

Paddy appeared soon after with a large, strange shaped bottle of frothy milk for Uri. It had a very long teat on it.

“I can’t keep him here,” Arabella cried. “Tony won’t let me.”

“I didn’t think he’d be pleased about it,” Paddy said, holding the bottle for Uri to drink. As he suckled, milk froth dropped from his lips and ran down his neck. When he’d finished, Paddy put a rope around his neck and led him out of the yard. This time he went quietly with only one lingering glance back at Arabella.

Arabella went inside and up to Maggie’s room. She knocked on her door and Maggie opened it. She looked pale, but she was dressed.

“How are you today, Maggie?” Arabella asked her.

“I’m a bit better. I don’t feel so dizzy anymore.”

“I’ll bring you some toast up if you like.”

“Tony brought me tea and toast an hour ago, after our guests had gone. I can’t stay cooped up here any longer. I’m going downstairs now.”

“You should take it easy,” Arabella said.

“Have you been crying?” Maggie asked, noticing her red eyes.

“I … a little.”

“What’s happened?”

“It’s been an emotional morning, but I’ll be fine.”

Maggie’s head tilted to one side.

“Tell me what happened, Arabella?”

Arabella told Maggie about the young camel and how he had become very attached to her. She didn’t feel silly telling Maggie that she thought Uri knew she was in the same predicament that he was, because she felt she’d understand.

“I was going to look after him in the stables, but Tony made me send him back. He’ll only come back again, though. I know it. He’s missing his mother as much as I’m missing mine.”

“I’ll talk to Tony. If the camel comes back, I’ll ask him to let you look after it until its mother returns.”

“Oh, thank you, Maggie.”

“I can’t see any harm in it, but sometimes Tony can be pig-headed. He’s a man, so what do you expect?”

Arabella smiled. Maggie often made remarks like that, but it was clear she loved her husband.

“Rita, Lily and Missy were here looking for you earlier.”

“Oh, were they?”

“I told them you weren’t well, but that you might be up today.”

“Thank you. I don’t suppose it was anything important, but if it was, they’ll come back.”

“I still think you should see a doctor, Maggie. Moira told me one comes through town now and again. It wouldn’t hurt to see him if he’s here, would it?”

Maggie looked uncomfortable.

“Dr. Roberts is always so busy, and so am I.” She headed out the door and Arabella followed her. She intended to keep a close eye on her, and help her whenever she could. What’s more, if the doctor came to town while she was still there, she intended to make sure that Maggie saw him.

Maggie was in the dining room dusting the tables when Arabella saw Rita, Lily and Missy through the kitchen window. She was about to go and tell them that Maggie was up if they wanted to see her, when she caught sight of Tony. As she looked through the window, she saw Rita give Tony something. Curious, she went to the back door and stood behind the screen so she could hear what was being said.

“This will make the missus feel better,” Rita said. “It’s made of the roots of a special plant. It's very good medicine.”

“I’ll see that she takes it,” Tony said, accepting it.

As Arabella stood at the door, Rita and the other women left. Thinking Tony would come inside to give Maggie whatever Rita had made her, Arabella moved away from the door. When she happened to glance out of the window and witness Tony walk over to the wood pile and tip the bush medicine onto the ground, Arabella gasped, appalled. Didn’t he want Maggie to get better? She didn’t know what to do and Tony didn’t come inside. He picked up the axe and began chopping wood. He seemed angry, or frustrated. Arabella continued to watch him. All sorts of things were running through her mind. She had believed Tony loved Maggie, but now she wasn’t so sure.

“What are you looking at?” Maggie asked.

Arabella jumped with fright. She hadn’t heard Maggie enter the kitchen

“I … nothing. I thought I heard Rita, but I must have been mistaken,” she said. Her heart was thudding.

“Are you all right, Arabella? You’ve gone very pale.”

“Yes, I’m fine.” It suddenly occurred to her that Tony and Maggie might not believe in bush medicines. Perhaps they thought they were harmful. That must be it, but she had to find out. “Maggie, can I ask you something?” she said.

“Yes, of course. What is it?”

“Do the aborigines have their own bush medicines?”

“Yes, they’re very good. You’d be amazed by how much they know about plants and what they can do.”

“Then you believe in their medicines?”

“Yes, I’ve used them, and so have most people who live in the bush. Wally had the worst toothache a little while ago and Rita gave him the root of a plant to put on it and it fixed it in no time. He was amazed.”

“What about Tony? How does he feel about their remedies?”

“Like me, he thinks they’re worth a try. I think I told you, he had a broken leg once, and it went gangrene. It was an aboriginal remedy that saved it. Is something wrong with you? Do you need something from Rita?”

“No. I was just curious.” Arabella was more baffled than ever. She came to the conclusion that Tony didn’t want Maggie to get better. But why not?

Arabella was quiet all day. She could hardly touch her food. She couldn’t stop thinking about what Tony had done. She wanted to say something to Maggie, but she couldn’t. Tony would be sure to throw her out if she caused trouble.

By seven o’clock, Maggie was weary and ready to retire. Wally and Les had been in the bar, but she’d told them she wasn’t serving meals. Jonathan had gone out with Paddy in the morning to visit a site he wanted to see and had still not returned, and Stuart Thompson had also gone out for the day and had not yet returned. So there was only Arabella, Tony and Maggie to dine. Maggie did eggs on toast for them, and Arabella helped her. When Maggie went to bed, Arabella didn’t want to be left alone with Tony, so she went up to her room.

Arabella heard Jonathan come in about nine o’clock and retire to his room. She was still awake at eleven o’clock when she heard Uri’s cries. She got up and went out onto the balcony. The young camel was down in the dusty street below, bellowing.

“What are you doing here, Uri?” she asked. In one way she was pleased to see him and touched that he kept looking for her, but in another, she was apprehensive about what Tony would say if he saw him.

Arabella went downstairs and quietly slipped outside.

“Uri, you mustn’t keep coming here,” she said. The young camel made a soulful sound and nudged her shoulder. Arabella looked into his enormous brown eyes and her heart softened.

“What am I going to do with you?” she said. She didn’t want to wake Jonathan again and she wouldn’t dare try and take him back to the Ghan town by herself, so she led him to the stables. In the back of her mind she kept thinking about Maggie’s promise to talk to Tony, as she led the young camel into a stall. Tony had cleaned the stables out and put down fresh straw, so she lay down on it. She was startled when Uri dropped to his knees beside her. She stroked his fur and talked to him, telling him all about her life in England. It felt wonderful to talk about it, and the young camel listened quietly, watching her with his enormous, innocent eyes. Arabella was sure her voice was comforting to him.

“I thought I heard somebody,” a male voice said suddenly. “What are you doing out here?”

Arabella jumped up with fright.

“Oh, Stuart, you startled me.” She went to say she was talking to the young camel, but realized that would sound strange. “I was just talking to myself,” she admitted.

“I do that sometimes,” Stuart said, smiling at her sympathetically as he put Bess into her stall and unsaddled her. “I always make sense to myself.” Then he leant against the stall that Arabella was standing in and grinned.

“But seeing the little fellow here has returned, I think you were talking to him.”

Arabella smiled.

“Yes, Uri just came here again. I am staying with him to soothe him,” she admitted. “Did you have a good day out?” she asked as Stuart gave Bess some feed and water.

“Yes, indeed.” He left his horse and turned to Arabella. “Mind some company for awhile?”

“No, you can share the place with us if you like.” She pointed to the hay.

“Thank you, I will.” He opened the stall gate and sat down beside the little camel. Then he took her hand and slowly pulled her down to sit beside him.

His close proximity made Arabella feel a little nervous and she was suddenly lost for ideas to make a conversation.

“Did you leave a boyfriend back in England?” Stuart asked frankly.

Arabella was taken back by the question.

“No,” she stammered.

“That’s hard to believe.”

“Is it?”

“Yes. I would have thought the boys would be lining up for you.”

Arabella noticed he referred to her prospective suitors as boys and not young men, and that made her believe he thought of her as very young. She didn’t like that idea.

“I wouldn’t be interested in boys,” she said pointedly. “They would be too immature for my liking.”

Stuart smiled. He could see she was a little offended by his word choice and it amused him.

“Of course they would be,” he said. “You are far too grown up for boys.”

Arabella’s eyes narrowed. She could tell by the tone of his voice that he was making fun of her.

“Don’t patronize me, Stuart,” she said, her voice shaking with emotion.

“I’m not,” he said, smiling at her again. “You’re just so cute when you’re mad.” He touched the tip of her nose with his forefinger.

“Stop it,” she said, brushing his hand away. “And don’t call me cute.”

“Why not?”

“It makes me sound so … young.”

“Well you’re not old.”

“No, but I’m not an adolescent either.”

He smiled again.

“I know that. You’re a young woman, and a very comely one at that.” He leant a little closer to her, and Arabella suddenly caught her breath. She thought about where they were, and she was suddenly not sure she was old enough to handle the situation, given her inexperience.

Stuart could see she was nervous, but his gaze still went to her mouth. He really wanted to kiss her.

Arabella looked away, and licked her lips nervously. She could tell he was thinking about kissing her, and she liked the idea, but she was worried he might get carried away and she wouldn’t be able to stop him. Her mother had warned her about such things and cautioned her about not ever leading a man on because there could be consequences. She’d mentioned it more than once, so Arabella had come to the conclusion that her mother had once found herself in an uncompromising situation, perhaps brought on by her own naiveté.

“What’s the matter, Arabella?” Stuart asked when he saw how worried she looked.

“Nothing,” she replied insecurely.

“You know I want to kiss you?” he asked in a low voice.

“Yes, I do,” she said. “But I’m not sure it’s a good idea.”

“Why not?”

“Look where we are,” Arabella said a little panicked.

“In a stable?” Stuart said baffled about what she was thinking.

“That’s right,” Arabella said turning away to stroke Uri.

“Are you feeling uncertain because we’re in a stable, all alone, in the moonlight?” Stuart asked.

She caught the amusement in his voice.

“Well … yes,” she admitted still not facing him. “Things could get out of hand.” She didn’t like to say he might get carried away with his emotions.

Stuart laughed, and Arabella turned to glare at him.

“What is so funny?” she asked, hurt.

Stuart tried to stifle his amusement.

“I can assure you I won’t get carried away after one little kiss,” he said. “I can control myself you know.”

She realized her inexperience was showing. She knew most young woman of her age had probably had their first kiss long before they were nineteen, but she had lead a very sheltered life so far. Her parents had quite strict views about what was appropriate for a young lady.

“Oh, I see,” she stammered.

Stuart leant closely to her.

“Now would you allow me to kiss you?” he asked.

Just the fact that he asked her took her breath away. It was so romantic.

“I … suppose so,” she said, her mouth going dry with nerves again.

Stuart lifted one hand to her chin and turned her face to his. For a few moments he looked into the depths of her eyes. Arabella couldn’t breathe for anticipation. She wished he would just get it over with. Unable to look into his eyes any longer, she closed her eyes. She didn’t see Stuart smile, before his lips brushed hers softly.

His lips sent a tingle through Arabella. When their lips parted, Stuart smiled again.

“There,” he said. “I’m in perfect control of myself.”

Arabella couldn’t help smiling. Stuart had that affect on her, and she liked it. She couldn’t imagine ever being really angry with him because he was never serious.

“Don’t you want to return to the house now?” he asked.

“Not yet,” she said.

“Would you like me to go?”

Arabella wanted to say no, but that would definitely be leading him on.

“Yes, you’d better,” she said, turning away as she flushed with embarrassment.

“All right. I’ll see you in the morning,” Stuart said, getting to his feet. “Don’t stay out here too long by yourself.”

“I won’t,” Arabella promised. Her heart was racing.

After Stuart had gone, Arabella couldn’t stop smiling. She flopped back in the straw and continued to stroke Uri’s soft fur.

When Tony got up early the next morning, and went down the hallway, he noticed Arabella’s door open. He couldn’t see her inside so he thought she must have gone to the outhouse. He went into the kitchen. Through the window he noticed the outhouse door was open and she wasn’t inside.

“Where could she be?” he asked himself, and then a thought came to mind.

Tony headed for the stables. It wasn’t until he got quite close that he saw the young camel kneeling and noticed Arabella asleep in the straw. As he looked at her, he couldn’t help feeling amazed that she would sleep in the stable with the camel. He might have been angry, but watching her sleeping beside the camel, obviously very content in her company, reminded him that they’d both been abandoned. 

Maggie came out the back door.

“Have you seen Arabella?” she called to her husband at the stables.

Tony walked towards her.

“Yes,” he said. “She’s with her new best friend in the stable.”

Maggie frowned in confusion, but Tony’s lips moved upwards in a smile. He went inside, leaving Maggie to wander down to the stables. When she got to the fence surrounding the stall and saw Arabella asleep in the straw beside the baby camel, she smiled, too.


CHAPTER TWELVE
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“Good morning, Mr. Fitzherbert,” Sergeant Menner said to Edward when he bumped into him outside the Central Hotel. He hadn’t been able to get Edward and Clarice out of his mind. He kept imagining their terrible suffering. Unfortunately there was nothing he could do. He hadn’t seen either of them for a few days and had been worrying that they’d done something foolish. It was only last night that one of his men had mentioned seeing Edward around town, something he’d been relieved to hear. So he decided to check on the Fitzherberts very early that morning before going to work. He prayed the Fitzherberts were coming to terms with the loss of their daughter, but he understood they needed some closure.

“Good morning,” Edward replied stiffly.

“I haven’t seen you for a few days. How have you been?” The sergeant thought Edward looked a little better than he did the last time he saw him wandering around town like a lost soul.

“Fine,” Edward answered sharply.

“I’m very sorry I haven’t been able to help you and believe me I understand your frustration,” Sergeant Menner said.

“I doubt you do,” Edward replied. “But do not concern yourself anymore. I have taken matters into my own hands and I have every reason to believe Arabella will be returning to us very soon.”

Sergeant Menner was taken back by his words. Not by the hint of insinuation that he hadn’t been doing his job, which he had come to expect from grieving families. He understood they wanted someone to blame for the loss of their loved ones. It was Edward’s conviction that Arabella would soon return to them that took him by surprise.

“May I ask why you believe your daughter will soon return to you?” he asked.

“Some professional trackers have gone out to find her, and they assured me they will bring her back safely.”

The Sergeant’s heart literally sunk to his stomach. “Professional trackers?” he said.

“That’s right. I cannot believe you didn’t tell me of their existence.”

“Who are these men?” the sergeant asked dispiritedly. He had a good idea, but he wanted to be sure.

“I know them as Billy, Danny and Charlie. I’m expecting them back any day now.”

The sergeant closed his eyes and sighed with exasperation.

“I believe they are back in town, Mr. Fitzherbert,” he said.

Edward stared at him blankly for a moment.

“What do you mean? They were supposed to contact me at my hotel the minute they returned.”

“Would you come with me, sir?” the sergeant asked gently. “I will take you to them.”

Edward didn’t know what to think.

Just then Clarice came out of the hotel dressed for a walk which they’d decided to take quite early as they could not stand being in the hotel room any longer.

“Edward, is there any news?” she asked hopefully when she saw him talking to the sergeant.

“No, not really,” Edward said panicking. Clarice had been so hopeful; they both had, so he didn’t want to deflate her spirits.

Clarice noted Edward had gone pale and when she studied the sergeant she could see something was wrong.

“What is it, Edward? Has Arabella’s body been found?” She could tell it wasn’t good news from the sergeant’s expression.

“No,” Edward said quickly. He had to explain because Clarice wouldn’t stand for any less. “The sergeant was just telling me he thinks the trackers that were looking for Arabella are back in town.”

“Are they?” Clarice asked hopefully.

“It might not be the same men,” Edward added hastily. “They assured me they would come to the hotel with news upon their return.”

“I was just going to take your husband to them, Mrs. Fitzherbert,” the sergeant said.

Clarice looked from the sergeant to her husband.

“Then let’s go,” she said.

“You stay here, Clarice,” Edward said. If it was the trackers, and it was bad news, Edward wanted to deal with it by himself. “I’m sure it’s not the trackers I sent out.”

“I’m coming with you, Edward,” Clarice said sternly. “If I have to stare at the four walls of our room much longer, I’ll go mad.”

The three of them set off down the street in silence. Edward had a heavy heart, and so did the sergeant, but each for different reasons. When they came upon the dusty riverbed of the Todd River, Edward and Clarice were bewildered.

“What are we doing here, Sergeant Menner?” she asked.

He took her by the elbow and helped her down the slight embankment. Edward followed.

“You’ll see, Mrs. Fitzherbert,” the sergeant said as he led the way.

Clarice glanced at her husband, and he returned the glance. Neither knew what to think. On the far riverbank Acacia and gum trees struggled to grow and groups of aboriginals squatted beneath them. Edward and Clarice felt uncomfortable as they followed the sergeant. The dry riverbed was littered with empty bottles and rubbish and the stench was awful.

“I think I should take you back to the hotel,” Edward said to Clarice as a very uneasy feeling came over him.

“No, dear, I’m fine,” Clarice said, removing a stone from her shoe. She was determined to be there if they had news of Arabella.

Finally the sergeant saw what he was looking for and made for a shady area under some trees. Beneath the trees there was a group of aboriginals who were passing around a bottle of rum to take swigs – for breakfast it seemed. Before they reached them, the empty bottle was cast aside amid a pile of others like it.

Edward went white and light headed when he saw them. He immediately recognized Billy, Danny and Charlie. It was obvious they were more than two parts drunk. As many empty bottles lay littered around the group, and they were ‘top shelf’, he understood he’d been taken for a fool. There was no point yelling at the aboriginals, although he wanted to.

“Are these three the men you sent out?” the sergeant asked. He pointed to Billy, Danny and Charlie. They had been lounging in the dust, but they sat up when they saw the sergeant, suddenly very afraid they’d be spending the day in the cells.

Edward nodded.

Clarice looked from her husband to the men, who so far had said nothing.

“Where’s my daughter?” she asked them.

Edward tried to take her arm to lead her away, but Clarice shook him off.

“Where’s Arabella?” she bellowed, verging on hysteria. “You promised my husband you’d bring her back.”

“Can’t you charge them with something?” Edward asked the sergeant.

“No,” he said quietly. “I believe they did go out into the desert because one of my men saw them return yesterday morning. He was suspicious because they had bottles of expensive liquor and reported the matter to me. What they did out in the desert, I don’t know.”

Edward glared at Billy.

“Did you even search for my daughter?” he asked.

“Yes, boss. We searched for several days and then we ran into some tribesmen who gave us news of your daughter. They said a white girl had been found.”

Still hoping for a miracle, Edward held his breath. He heard his wife make a strangled little sound in the back of her throat.

“Is she …?” Clarice whispered as tears filled her eyes.

“They said she was dead, boss,” Billy said to Edward. “It was her remains they found.”

“Where … are they?” Edward asked fighting to stop himself vomiting.

“They’re scattered now, boss,” Billy said. He could see the pain in Edward’s features and he felt a twinge of guilt.

Edward groaned as an agony he’d never felt before rippled through his body. He was barely aware of Clarice sagging to her knees in the scorching dust of the riverbed, or of the sergeant lifting her to her feet.

Arabella was awoken by buzzing bush flies. As she squinted in the glaring sunlight she noticed that Uri had his head through the fence railing. At first she didn’t know what he was doing, so she got up to have a look. She discovered he was sniffing Stuart Thompson’s mare in the next stall, and was even more amazed to notice that the mare was taking an equal interest in him. Arabella watched them interact for a few minutes. The camel was making funny little sounds, and the mare was sniffing his head affectionately. It was wonderful warm scene that brought a smile to her lips. Thinking of Stuart, she remembered the kiss they’d shared, and her smile broadened. He was quite a fascinating man, and she suddenly wanted to get to know him better.

Arabella slipped out of the yard and went into the hotel. She could hear Maggie and Tony talking in the bar so she tip-toed upstairs to wash her hands and face and get dressed. All the while she was listening for the camel’s cries, but he seemed to be quiet.

A few minutes later she had hastily washed, dressed, and ran a brush through her hair. At the bottom of the stairs she ran into Maggie.

“Good morning,” Maggie said cheerfully. “Did you have a good sleep?” She noticed a piece of straw in her hair, but didn’t comment.

“Yes … thank you,” Arabella said, not wishing to disclose that she had slept in the stable. “You sound chirpy this morning. Are you feeling much better?”

“Yes, fit as a fiddle, and just as well, because I’ve got lots to do.” Maggie headed for the kitchen, but then stopped and turned to Arabella. “By the way, I spoke to Tony and he said you can keep the camel in the stable yard, as long as it isn’t needed for a guest’s horse.”

“Oh, thank you, Maggie.” She lowered her voice. “Uri came back during the night,” she whispered.

“Did he?” Maggie said, trying to keep from smiling.

“Yes. I was worried Tony would see him in the stall, but if you are sure he doesn’t mind ...”

Maggie thought about Tony’s reaction. Seeing her sleeping in the stall with the camel had really softened his heart.

“I’m sure,” she said.

“That’s good, because you won’t believe what’s happened. Uri appears to have formed a friendship with Stuart Thompson’s horse.”

“Bess has a lovely, gentle nature,” Maggie said, walking into the kitchen with Arabella following her. She watched as Maggie took three loaves of bread out of the oven. They gave off a delicious aroma that pervaded the kitchen. Leaving them to cool, Maggie grabbed a bowl, intending to collect eggs from the chickens. Arabella followed her outside because she wanted to check on Uri again. Maggie stopped at the store to collect a bucket of pellets for the chickens.

“Will you give the chicken’s fresh water, Arabella?” Maggie asked.

“Yes,” Arabella said.

“And will you change the water in the horse’s trough,” Maggie said. “While you are doing that, be sure the camel has water, too.”

“Paddy will bring him a bottle of milk when he finds out he’s missing.”

“Oh! All right,” Maggie said, gathering the eggs. “I know nothing about camels so I’ll leave that all up to you.” She came out of the hen’s pen. “I’m going to boil some of these eggs for breakfast.”

While Arabella was changing the horse’s water, Paddy came over with a bottle of milk for Uri.

“I thought I’d find Uri here,” he said in a panic. “The little blighter slipped his tether last night.”

“He turned up in the middle of the night, but he’s allowed to stay now,” Arabella said.

“Are you sure?” Paddy asked, giving a very hungry Uri his bottle of milk.

“Maggie must have talked Tony around. He said he can stay unless the stall is needed for a guest’s horse.” Arabella realized if she played the piano and attracted more guests, they’d likely have horses and Uri would have to go. She felt torn because she wanted to help Tony and Maggie, but she also wanted to care for Uri until his mother came back.

Paddy looked surprised.

“He seems to have settled down,” he said, looking the camel over with a sharp eye to see that he hadn’t hurt himself.

“Earlier he and the mare were taking quite an interest in each other.” While Uri was drinking from the bottle, the mare had her head over the rails, watching him. Her ears were flicking alertly and she had a concerned look in her dark eyes. Her dam had been a palomino, so her tail and mane were almost white, but her sire had been a handsome chestnut, and she’d inherited his glistening red coat. She was quiet and even tempered, and stood about seventeen and a half hands high.

“She seems taken with him, doesn’t she?” Arabella added.

Paddy didn’t seem surprised.

“Sometimes animals of different species form a very strong bond,” he said. “I once owned a cat called Henry that spent all his time with one of my hens. Wherever you found one, you’d find the other. If the hen was laying an egg, the cat stayed nearby. If the cat was sleeping, the hen stayed by his side. Sometimes they even shared their food. This went on for ten years. I lived in the mining town of Kalgoolie at the time. It was a rough town and a tough existence. When the hen stopped laying and I was down on my luck and hungry, I killed it for food.”

Arabella’s eyes widened. She couldn’t believe Paddy would be so heartless.

“I underestimated how distraught the cat would be,” he said. “I think he knew what I had done, and he ran away. He was very old, too. He was a bit deaf and his eyesight wasn’t so good, so I thought he would die in the bush. An Afghan who knew me found him and brought him back more than a week later. He was just a furry bag of bones. The first thing he did was go all around my house looking for the chicken and howling mournfully. I felt terrible. My neighbour’s hen had just hatched a brood, so I begged her for one. She’d seen my cat and the hen together, but she was still reluctant. I feel ashamed, but I told her the hen had died of old age to win her sympathy. I knew if I told her I ate it she wouldn’t give me a baby chicken. She was sure the cat wouldn’t take to another chicken and afraid Henry would kill it, but finally she gave me one.”

“And did the cat eat the chicken?”

“For two days he ignored it, but then finally he accepted it and all was forgiven. I learned something very important from old Henry. Friendships can transcend any bounds; gender, culture, religion, colour, even species. All humans would be wise to learn that. Then the world would be a peaceful place.”

Arabella thought Paddy’s words were wise, but she was curious about old Henry.

“What happened to the cat?” she asked.

“He died a few months later. I think it was from old age, or it could have been a snake bite.”

Arabella saddened.

“And the chicken?”

Paddy’s eyes twinkled, and he lifted his shoulders in a shrug.

“Don’t tell me you ate it?” Arabella said.

When Paddy didn’t immediately deny it, she was horrified.

“I kept her for eggs and she was a good layer,” Paddy said, laughing.

At breakfast, Arabella sat with Jonathan and Stuart Thompson in the dining room. They were discussing Jonathan’s impending trip to Callanna Creek. Arabella couldn’t help blushing whenever she looked at Stuart, as she remembered the kiss of last night. Jonathan noticed her behaviour, and was puzzled. He prayed a relationship wasn’t developing between them because he was sure Stuart would never treat Arabella’s emotions seriously. If he was to start a romance with her, Jonathan felt Stuart would only be amusing himself at her expense.

“There’s no water in the creek bed, but it’s still a very pretty spot,” Jonathan said. “It’s lined with shady gum trees that are a haven for birds and the way the sunlight filters through the trees at different times of the day is almost magical.”

Jonathan’s description distracted Arabella from Stuart. She found herself intrigued with the way Jonathan’s mind worked. It was likely someone else walking along the creek bed would not see anything magical in the way the sunlight filtered through the trees. She found she wanted to experience something like that through Jonathan’s eyes.

“Have you been there?” she asked Stuart, barely able to make eye contact for more than a few seconds.

“If there’s no gold there, I’m not interested,” he said, laughing at Arabella’s and Jonathan’s expression.

Changing the subject, Arabella asked, “How often has Lake Eyre had water in it?” She munched on her toast.

“Very rarely and not so far this century,” Jonathan said. “I was talking to an old timer in William Creek who had witnessed it full of water. He said millions of birds miraculously appeared from nowhere soon after the first trickle of water seeped into the salt. They included pelicans, banded stilts, silver gulls and so many others and they would have had to have flown thousands of miles to get there. That they know the water is there, right in the heart of the desert where the temperature sometimes reaches more than one hundred and thirty degrees, is a mystery no one can answer. The water that comes down the Warburton and the Cooper from the Channel country in northeast Queensland is fresh, and yet apparently Lake Eyre is the saltiest lake in the world.”

“Why is that?” Arabella asked, further intrigued.

“The floor of the lake is a thick crust of almost pure salt.”

“Where did it come from?” Arabella asked.

“The lake is quite a few feet below sea level and I’m told it was once an inland sea.”

“I’ve heard Maggie refer to Lake Eyre North and South. Are there two lakes?”

“Yes, but they are connected by the narrow Goyder Channel. The north usually fills first and then the water flows into the south. The old timer told me when the lakes are full they are a spectacular sight and worth seeing. Sometimes the water is pink and sometimes it’s blue because of the crystals in the salt. Apparently, in the late afternoon the lake reflects the sky. Imagine a beautiful red sunset mirrored in the water. I’d give anything to see it. Even though the old timer hadn’t seen it for years, it was clear it had left a very lasting impression.”

“Do you think there’s any chance the lake will fill while I’m here?” Arabella asked, getting caught up in the excitement.

“I doubt it. It’s only happened twice since European settlement in Australia, but I hope to see it in my life time.”

Arabella almost wished she could, too.

“Why don’t you come with me to Callanna Creek?” Jonathan asked, noting her interest

Arabella was pleasantly surprised by the suggestion.

“I … don’t know,” she said, her mind racing. “Would you like to come, too?” she asked Stuart. “You never know, there might be gold there.”

“I am sure I take a different track than a gold digger would do,” Jonathan said quickly, “but I’d love your company.”

He was addressing Arabella.

“Paddy is coming along for transport.”

“Are you riding a camel?” Arabella felt panicked at the thought.

“Yes,” Jonathan said, “but there’s not much difference to riding a horse. The gait is different and bit rocky, but you soon get used to it. Can you ride a horse?”

“Yes,” Arabella said, “but I’m not keen to get on a camel.”

“Then take my horse,” Stuart said gallantly. He could tell Jonathan didn’t want him to go, but he had some maps he wanted to study anyway. “I’m not going anywhere today.”

“Thank you, Stuart. She seems quiet.” Arabella wasn’t sure whether she should be pleased to have his horse or sad that he wouldn’t come along.

“Bess is as gentle as a lamb and sure footed, too.”

“Did you know that Uri came back last night?” Arabella asked Jonathan.

“No, did he wake you up again?”

“Yes. I took him to the stables and stayed with him all night.”

Jonathan blinked in surprise.

“You must be exhausted.”

“Not really. I fell asleep in the straw.” She glanced at Stuart and blushed deeply.

Jonathan didn’t know what to make of that.

“When I woke up this morning Uri and Stuart’s mare were getting acquainted. They seemed to have become very fond of each other.”

“Then Uri won’t like it if you come with me on Stuart’s horse. That would leave him all alone.”

“That’s true, and if he makes too much noise he might upset Tony.”

“Perhaps Paddy could put him in a pen with the female camels for the day,” Jonathan suggested.

“I suppose he could.” Arabella was quite excited at the prospect of going out for the day. Jonathan had made her feel enthusiastic about seeing Callanna Creek. “I’ll go and see what Maggie says,” she said.

When she got up, Stuart stood up too giving her an intense look.

“I shall retire to my room. I’ve got some maps to look over and I’m quite tired after all the traveling I’ve done in the last few days. If you want to take Bess, let me know and I’ll saddle her for you. Have a lovely day.” He gave Jonathan a curt nod and left the dining room.

Arabella stood a little confused and then repeated.

“I will ask Maggie now. She seems to be back to her old self today, but she still might need me.”

Jonathan smiled at her, and his dark eyes twinkled.

“What are you smiling at?” Arabella asked him defensively. She thought he was going to make a joke at her expense.

“Do you have any idea how much you’ve changed?” he said.

Arabella suddenly understood what he was thinking. She wouldn’t have considered anyone else’s needs not so long ago. Her own wants and needs had been all that concerned her.

“Yes,” she said, embarrassed because he must have thought she was a very selfish and self absorbed person. “But I still hate Marree.”

Arabella found Maggie in the kitchen, sorting her larder.

“Where in the name of all that's Holy did Moira Quiggley put my salt?” she asked impatiently, as she pushed things aside. “Oh, there it is. I like things where I left them.”

“Maggie,” Arabella said tentatively. “Jonathan has asked me if I’d like to go with him to Callanna Creek today, but I won’t go if you need me.”

Maggie stopped rearranging her larder, as if what Arabella had said just registered in her mind.

“Callanna Creek is a pretty spot,” she said.

“You’ve been there?”

“Yes, only once, and it was a long time ago. You go, Arabella. You should see something of the countryside around here before you go home.”

“Are you sure you don’t need me?”

“Yes, of course. I’ve managed this long without any help,” she said indignantly. But then she smiled to soften her words.

“I’ll only be gone a few hours. Tony won’t be angry that I’m not helping you, will he?”

“No, stop worrying and go and have a good time.” Maggie suddenly thought of something. “Are you going to ride a camel?”

“No, Stuart Thompson is lending me his mare.”

Maggie smiled, but suddenly the smile faded.

“What about the baby camel? He won’t be crying all day, will he?”

Arabella frowned.

“I might ask Paddy to put him with the other camels for the day.”

“Good idea. I don’t think Tony would be pleased if he made a racket all day.”

When Jonathan returned from seeing Paddy Khan, Arabella met him in the hall.

“Maggie said she doesn’t need me, so I can go with you.”

“Wonderful. I’ll have Stuart saddle his horse for you.”

“But what about Uri? Maggie said Tony won’t like it if he makes a racket all day.”

“I spoke to Paddy about that and he suggested the baby camel comes with us.”

“What?”

“He’ll be riding a female and as the camel likes you and Stuart’s horse, Paddy is sure he’ll tag along happily.”

“Won’t it be a long walk for him? He’s only a baby.”

Jonathan smiled.

“No, Arabella. He’s a camel and they’re on their feet and walking very soon after they’re born. He’ll be fine.”

Paddy brought two saddled camels to the stables while Stuart saddled Bess for Arabella. Once Jonathan and Paddy were aboard the camels, and they stood up, she mounted Bess with Stuart’s help whose hands lingered on Arabella much longer than necessary as Jonathan noticed with irritation. Almost straight away Uri started making a terrible fuss, as if he feared they were all going somewhere without him.

“Shall I let him out of the yard?” Stuart asked Paddy.

“Yes,” Paddy said. “Open the gate.”

Uri came out straight away, and they prepared to set off. The young camel walked beside Arabella on Bess. He seemed very content, which made Arabella smile. So that she didn’t have to wear her caftan, Tony lent her a hat and a shirt to protect her from the sun, and Maggie had lent her a long, wide skirt, suitable to ride in, and some closed in shoes. Maggie had also packed them some food and Jonathan always carried plenty of water.

“Expect us back about mid to late afternoon,” Jonathan called to Maggie and Tony as they waved goodbye. He had packed his camera equipment and strapped it to the camel, hoping to take some good shots along the creek bed. He also secretly hoped to photograph Arabella, if she allowed it. Her skin had improved a lot in the last few days so he was optimistic. She’d stopped peeling and her new skin, although still a little patchy, was turning a normal, healthy colour. He hoped to convince her that her skin would look perfectly normal if he took her photograph from a short distance away.

The terrain was stark and uninteresting, red soil and patches of mulga scrub, but Arabella enjoyed having Uri trot along beside her. Jonathan and Paddy were leading the way just in front and looked very majestic aboard the tall camels. Bess was just as Stuart Thompson had said, quiet, reliable, and sure footed. She carefully picked her way around the mulga scrub. Although the desert reminded Arabella of her terrible ordeal when the train left her behind, she began to relax and enjoy the journey.

Watching Paddy from behind, she could see why the Afghans were so suited to the terrain. His head was protected from the heat by a hat, and his flowing robe kept him cool. The camels traveled effortlessly, even baby Uri. Their padded feet spread over the soft, scorching red sand, whereas the horse’s hooves seemed to kick it up.

“If you don’t mind me asking, Paddy,” Arabella said. “How is it you came to be part Irish, part Afghan?”

Paddy laughed.

“I am a strange mix I suppose,” he said. “But I’ll tell you how that came about. My father landed in Port Augusta in 1884. He was one of fifty six Afghans who came out to Australia by request with three hundred camels. He lived and worked from the town for several years before marrying a white woman, who happened to be Irish. My mother described herself as an entertainer. She danced on the stage and was very proud of how high she could kick her legs. She met my father under very unusual circumstances, but I’ll come to that in a minute.

She had been traveling around Australia with a dance troupe. In the mining town of Coober Pedy she met an Italian man who wanted to marry her. I suppose she found him charming because when the dance troupe moved on, she stayed behind to become his wife. Apparently, within days of his hasty proposal he struck it rich, hitting a very good vein of opal. My mother was overjoyed. She thought they would be set for life, but the Italian man had other ideas. Along with his new found wealth he had a change of heart about her, and the scoundrel called off the wedding and sent her packing. With no money and little hope of catching up with the dance troupe again, she hitched a ride south with a man who was traveling with a bullock team. They were camping somewhere near a place called Island Lagoon when this man was bitten by a snake and died. My mother was all alone for three days. She had water, but no food. She said if she’d had the strength she would have killed a bullock and ate it in one sitting.” Paddy laughed. “On the fourth day, my father came to her rescue.”

“How did your father come to be out there?” Arabella asked.

“He was carting goods by camel between Port Augusta and the town of Woomera, which wasn’t too far from Island Lagoon. My mother often told me the story of a shining knight who rescued her on a camel instead of a white horse. My father was literally her hero. Although she’d vowed never to want to marry after her terrible experience in Coober Pedy, she said my father’s exotic good looks swept her off her feet.” Paddy laughed again. “My mother is quite a character. Unfortunately, my exotic looks haven’t swept any ladies off their feet, but I’m not giving up hope.”

“Where is your mother now?” Arabella asked.

“She lives in Broken Hill, a mining town in New South Wales.”

“Is your father still alive?”

“Oh, yes. Both my parents are elderly now, but they live a peaceful life in the Ghan town there. There is not much call for Afghans to cart goods these days because of the trains. The only reason I’m still in Marree is because the train breaks down once or twice a year. If it becomes more reliable and I’m not needed here, I will join my parents in Broken Hill.”

Jonathan now explained they would reach Callanna Creek before lunch time as it was only about eight miles from Marree and they were traveling at a steady pace. As the sun slowly rose in an endless blue sky, the heat climbed and the flies became more annoying. Now and again they also caught the horrible odour of something rotting.

“What is that smell?” Arabella called to Jonathan. It seemed to be getting stronger.

“It might be a dead animal,” Paddy said. He had a terrible feeling, but he kept it to himself.

As they progressed, the odour became worse and the sound of buzzing flies became a droning hum. Paddy stopped and suggested Jonathan and Arabella rest for a few minutes while he investigated where the odour was coming from. Jonathan thought it was an odd request, but he concluded that Paddy didn’t want Arabella to see the gruesome carcass of a dead animal. They were on the low side of a sand hill that they couldn’t see over. Paddy went over the hill on his camel, while Jonathan and Arabella remained where they were. The slight breeze carried the dreadful smell of death to them and the buzzing of the flies was like an ominous signal. Arabella held her hand over her mouth and nose. Uri stood beside her, but he seemed very restless and began crying again.

“What could be wrong with him?” Arabella asked Jonathan. “He’s been so content.”

“I don’t know. Sometimes we see dead camels that have been shot by farmers,” he said. “They’re feral camels usually, but unless an animal has a license disc around his neck, the farmers can legally kill them. Maybe the smell is rotting, feral camels, and Uri senses it. Paddy should be able to tell us in a minute.”

Uri sniffed at the air and suddenly made a guttural, heart-wrenching sound before he took off over the sand hill.

“Uri,” Arabella called. She looked at Jonathan wide eyed. “He might get lost,” she said, worried. Jonathan went after him, and Arabella followed. They climbed the sand hill and went down the far side. About fifty yards in the distance they saw Paddy. His camel was kneeling and Uri was circling what looked like an uneven pile of fur on the ground. He was making terrible sounds.

When Arabella and Jonathan reached Paddy, they could see he looked terribly distressed. They could also make out the carcasses of three camels, one very large and the other two smaller. Jonathan knew something was wrong because feral camels were the bane of Paddy’s life, so he wouldn’t have been upset to discover dead feral camels.

“Ugh,” Arabella said when she got close. The odour was overwhelming, especially in the heat, and the sight of the decaying camels made her want to vomit.

“Move away,” Paddy said.

Arabella would have obeyed him immediately, but Uri’s sorrowful cries as he sniffed at the remains of one of the camels held her where she was.

“What’s wrong with Uri?” she asked. Her voice was muffled because she had her hand over her mouth and nose.

“He knows that carcass is his mother,” Paddy said sadly.

“Oh, no,” Arabella cried. Tears welled in her eyes. Uri looked distraught. He kept circling the carcass of his mother, sniffing her and crying pitifully.

“What happened to her?” Arabella asked as she dismounted her horse. She wanted to comfort the baby camel but she didn’t know what she could do. Her heart broke for him. She’d been praying he’d be reunited with his mother, just as she would with hers. It would have made her so happy. All she could think of was her own mother and how terrible it would be never to see her again.

Uri kept circling his dead mother and throwing his head around. It was as if he couldn’t handle his grief and he didn’t know what to do with himself. Just watching him in pain made Arabella cry.

“I’ll have to rope him,” Paddy said to Jonathan, ignoring Arabella’s question. “It’s the only way I’ll get him away from here.”

“We can’t go on to Callanna Creek,” Jonathan said, “or we’ll have to pass this way on the way back.” He knew it would be cruel to put the young camel through such distress a second time. Seeing how upset Arabella was, he knew the day was ruined. It wasn’t possible for any of them to enjoy themselves.

Paddy threw a rope around Uri’s neck and he became even more distressed, kicking and thrashing around. Frightened she’d be hurt; Jonathan leapt off his camel and pushed Arabella out of the way. She was in shock to see Uri fighting so hard to stay with his dead mother.

“Let him go,” she said to Paddy. He’d mounted his camel and was instructing it to stand up.

“I have to take him away from here,” Paddy said. Once his camel had got to its feet, he moved off, dragging Uri with him. He was making horrible, anguished sounds and fighting hard to stay with the carcass of his mother. Arabella followed behind on foot, leading the mare. She couldn’t help sobbing. Jonathan walked beside her. He didn’t know what to say to comfort her, so he put his arm around her shoulder.

“He’ll be all right, Arabella,” he said, talking about Uri. “Once we get away from here.”

She dabbed her tears, and handed the mare’s reins to him.

“I want to help Uri,” she said. To Jonathan’s surprise she hurried to catch up to Paddy.

“Watch out,” Paddy said in alarm when he saw her approach.

“Stay back,” Jonathan suggested. He hadn’t known she was going to approach the baby camel, who was still thrashing around, although not as much.

Arabella took hold of Uri’s head and rubbed his nose, trying to sooth him. At first it didn’t work, and he threw his head back.

“It’s all right,” she said. “You are not alone, little one. I’m here, and so is Paddy … and Jonathan. We’ll look after you.” Arabella almost choked as a painful sob rose in her throat. “Everything will be all right. I promise.”

Miraculously, Uri became calmer. He turned his head to look behind him with sad eyes, but he walked beside Arabella. Paddy was amazed and handed her the rope. Holding it with one hand, she stroked Uri’s neck with the other.

“How would Uri know that carcass was his mother?” Arabella asked Paddy. “She was barely recognizable as a camel.”

“Her smell,” Paddy said. “Even decomposing he could smell her. A calf can find its mother in a pen of fifty animals. It’s the same with lambs and ewes. It’s mystifying to us because they all look identical.”

“How did you recognize her?” Arabella asked Paddy.

“I told you she ran off with a feral bull, so when I saw him I suspected one of the dead cows was her. I recognized a scar on the fur on her right fore leg.”

“Jonathan said farmers aren’t supposed to shoot camels with registration discs. Wasn’t she wearing one?”

“Yes, all my camels, except for the very young, wear a registration disc. That is what makes me so angry. Whoever shot Leila removed her disc. It’s not uncommon, which is why I often sleep with my camels to keep the feral bulls from stealing them.”

“Will Uri be all right?”

“Yes. As soon as he’s weaned, he’ll be just fine.”

It was on the tip of Arabella’s tongue to promise to always look after him but she didn’t know how long she would be in Marree, so she held the words back. She desperately wanted to say them, though. She couldn’t imagine leaving Uri in the state he was in. It would tear her heart out because he had turned to her for comfort.

Maggie was startled to see Arabella and Jonathan back so soon. Paddy had taken the two camels back to their yards and Arabella put Uri in the stable yard beside Bess after Jonathan removed her saddle.

“I wasn’t expecting you for hours,” Maggie said, straightening up from where she’d been digging in the vegetable garden.

“We ran into the carcasses of three camels and one of them was Uri’s mother,” Arabella said sadly. Tears welled in her eyes again. She thought it was so tragic that his mother had been killed before she could get back to him.

“She’d been shot,” Jonathan said to a confused Maggie.

“Oh, no,” she said.

“Uri became so upset,” Arabella said. She glanced at him in the stable yard. His head was hanging and there were water stains in the corner of his eyes, as if he’d been crying. Bess had her head over the fence, trying to get his attention, but he was too despondent.

“Why don’t you put him in with Stuart’s mare?” Maggie suggested. “Perhaps having her near him will comfort him.”

“She wouldn’t kick him, would she?” Arabella asked.

“No, Bess is too placid. It looks like she wants to console him.”

“All right. Let’s try it,” Arabella said. She went back into Uri’s yard and put a rope around his neck. While Jonathan opened the gate to Bess’s yard, Arabella lead the baby camel in. Almost straight away Bess sniffed at him, and he stood close to her.

“Where’s Uri?” Paddy called when he couldn’t see Uri in his yard.

The trio hadn’t heard him approach. He had brought a bottle of milk over for the young camel.

“He’s in with Bess,” Jonathan said as Paddy got near the rails.

“We thought she could comfort him,” Arabella said.

Paddy looked astonished to see the young camel so near to the horse.

“I have an idea,” he said. He opened the gate and went into the yard and stood on the opposite side of the horse to Uri. “Keep the horse still,” he said to Jonathan, who took hold of her halter.

Arabella watched in fascination as Paddy leant under the horse and offered Uri the bottle. He soon smelt the milk and put his head under the mare to suckle from the bottle, in the same way he would have suckled from his mother. Bess turned her head to see what was happening, but she didn’t move.

Arabella was amazed and smiled at Paddy.

“This way it’s like he’s drinking from his mother,” Paddy said from under the horse. His back was aching as he held the bottle for Uri, but he thought it was worth it to see the look of contentment on Uri’s face as he enjoyed the milk.

“What a wonderful idea,” Arabella said. “You are a genius, Paddy.”

“Anything to make him feel better. Hopefully now he might think of the mare as a substitute mother. He was already fond of her so this might help the idea along.”

Uri soon finished his bottle and Paddy straightened up.

“We’re lucky this horse is such a gentle creature,” he said. “Other horses might never have stood for that.”

Maggie held out a carrot to the mare.

“Here’s a treat for being so good,” she said. She was carrying a basket of vegetables she’d just dug up.

Content, Uri knelt in the hay and Bess stood protectively beside him.

Arabella smiled. She was so relieved to see Uri settle with the mare. It would make leaving Marree so much easier.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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“I’m leaving town today,” Stuart Thompson told Jonathan and Arabella at breakfast the next day. “I might be gone for awhile.”

Arabella’s first thoughts were for Uri.

“You are not taking Bess, are you?” she asked anxiously. She realized she sounded selfish, but Uri had become so attached to the mare.

“No, I’ll be using two camels. One to ride, and the other as a pack animal,” he said.

Jonathan could tell this trip was more than an exploratory expedition.

“How long are you expecting to be gone for this time?” he asked.

“I’m not really sure,” Stuart said evasively.

“Is Goolim going with you again?” Jonathan asked. Stuart seemed more serious than usual.

Stuart flicked a slightly nervous glance at him.

“No, I’m going alone and I don’t know exactly how long I’ll be, but I don’t want anyone to start worrying if I’m gone for a week, or even longer. I don’t want anyone looking for me,” he added earnestly.

“It’s your business where you are going and for how long, Stuart, but anyone who leaves town is supposed to report to Terry Higgins, just in case they don’t return when they say they are going to.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Stuart said. “I know my way around the desert.”

“I’m sure you’ll be fine,” Jonathan said. “You obviously feel comfortable in the desert, but it’s always best to be prepared for the unforeseeable, like a broken leg, or snake bite.”

“I’ll take my chances,” Stuart said, lightening his tone.

“What if something does happen to you, Stuart?” Arabella said. “We wouldn’t know where to start looking for you.”

“Would you miss me?” Stuart asked flirtatiously.

Arabella blushed. She did not know what to answer, but when she saw his wicked grin she realized he was only teasing her.

“Well maybe … a little.” She looked at Jonathan who seemed puzzled by their exchange. “We’d be worried, wouldn’t we?” she asked, addressing Jonathan.

“Of course,” Jonathan said a little sternly. “I suppose you have to ask yourself is your gold worth your life?”

“That’s exactly what it’ll be worth if anyone finds out where it is,” Stuart said softly. “I’ve worked in enough mining towns to see what gold can do to some people, so I know I’ll be a lot safer if no-one knows where I am.”

Stuart had heard the whispers in the bar and had caught the speculative looks that came his way. He knew people were curious. He’d avoided their questions, and as a precaution had sworn Goolim to secrecy. He’d also been careful that Goolim didn’t know the exact location of the area he intended to mine, just the vicinity. When he’d asked Goolim to take him into the desert, he’d warned the Afghan that he could be in danger and offered him the right of refusal. When Goolim said he’d still take him, Stuart admired his courage but had taken these safety measures just in case anyone tried to torture Goolim to find out the location he’d been traveling to. He’d been quite open about his search for gold in the beginning, for two reasons. One being he in all honesty he hadn’t expected to find very much. The second reason was secrecy always caused speculation and inevitably more interest. If he was open and admitted he didn’t think he’d find much, he hoped he wouldn’t arouse too much interest. What he’d found had made him nervous though, but he’d tried not to show it.

“Please take care, Stuart,” Jonathan said shaking his hand as he got up to leave. “And take every precaution for your safety.”

“I will, Jonathan.”

“Be very vigilant, Stuart,” Arabella added gravely. “I’ve been lost in the desert and it was the most terrifying experience. It’s only now that I realize how fortunate I was to be found by tribal aborigines.”

“I know what I’m doing, so don’t worry,” Stuart said. He cheekily winked at Arabella before he left.

After he’d gone, Jonathan said, “I hope he’ll be all right.” He was looking at Arabella intently. He’d noticed Stuart winked at her, and he was wondering if she was entertaining any romantic notions about the miner, but he didn’t like to ask.

Arabella could tell that Jonathan was worried. She thought he was one of the nicest people she’d ever met. It didn’t hurt that he was also one of the most handsome men, too.

“I hope so, too,” she said. She reached out to touch Jonathan’s hand. “You are a really nice man,” she said.

“Nice?” he said. That wasn’t exactly what he wanted to hear.

“Yes, you’re always concerned about others and that’s a lovely quality.”

“Thank you,” he said flatly. He wanted to ask if she thought Stuart was a ‘nice’ man too, but he held back.

Near Frankie Miller’s house, Wally Jackson was having a conversation with an aboriginal tracker, Ernie Mandawauy. They were standing behind a gum tree so they wouldn’t be seen.

“Can you track a white man on a camel or a horse, Ernie?” Wally asked.

“Course I can, Jacko,” Ernie said with mild indignation. As far as he was concerned, his reputation for tracking was legendary.

“He can’t know you are following him,” Wally said, peering round the massive tree trunk cautiously, to make sure no one was around. He glanced towards The Great Northern Hotel. Even though it was only mid morning, the heat of the day shimmered over the red sand between them and the hotel, but he couldn’t see any movement.

“He won’t,” Ernie assured. His forehead creased in curiosity. “You said it was a white fella.”

“That’s right, but you won’t know him as he hasn’t been in town long.”

“White men are the easiest to track,” Ernie said confidently.

Wally bit down the anger he felt at the implication that white men were fools.

“I heard he’s leaving this morning, so get over to the hotel, but keep out of sight. When you see a white man get ready for a trip, either on a horse or camel, you follow him, but make sure you aren’t seen. I’m sure he’ll be very cautious and he might even be expecting someone will try to follow him.”

“He won’t know I’m there, Jacko, but when are ya gonna pay me?” Ernie asked.

Wally knew Ernie just wanted to buy grog. He could almost see him shaking with anticipation.

“As soon as you get back and tell me where his mine is,” he said impatiently.

“I won’t go unless you give me something now,” Ernie said.

Wally’s first reaction was anger, but he knew he really had no choice. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a note.

“I’ll give you this if you promise not to spend it until you get back,” he said.

“All right,” Ernie said, but Wally didn’t believe him.

Inside Frankie’s house, Les and Ted were sitting at the kitchen table. When Wally came in, he could see they didn’t look too happy. They knew he’d been talking to Ernie as they’d discussed his plan, but Wally hadn’t listened to any of their concerns. They were supposed to all be in it together, with an equal say, but Wally always callously brushed aside their qualms.

“I’m not sure about this, Jacko” Les said, taking a nervous drag on his cigarette. The more he thought about Wally’s plan, the more agitated he became.

Wally had always thought Les lacked a backbone, so he wasn’t surprised by the comment.

“I don’t see why Stuart Thompson should keep the gold all to himself,” he said smirking. “He’s just a blow-in, and the land around Marree is our back yard.”

“There might not be any gold,” Ted argued. “It could all be wishful thinking on Thompson’s behalf. Have you thought of that?”

“We all know his attitude has changed since he came to town. At first he didn’t mind talking about what he was doing, but then he suddenly became mighty secretive. The last few days he’s been downright cagey. It’s my guess he’s onto something big and he should have asked the folks in Marree if we wanted to be in on it. It’s too bad for him that he didn’t, because now he’s gonna be the loser.”

Les and Ted glanced at each other. They didn’t like Wally’s plan one bit. With Terry Higgins back in town, it was too risky.

“We’ll be the prime suspects if he gets robbed,” Ted said. “Have you thought of that?”

“Course I have. Being a suspect is one thing, but having proof is quite another,” Wally said. At the look on Ted’s and Les’s face, Wally grimaced.

“When we know where the mine is, we’ll have a look. If there’s not much there, we won’t bother about it.”

Neither Les nor Ted believed Wally. He’d take whatever he found, and they knew it.

“Yer not planning on hurting Thompson, are you, Jacko?” Les asked. He thought Wally was unpredictable and it made him extremely nervous.

Wally’s eyes narrowed. He was starting to feel irritated with Les’ attitude.

“If you don’t like this, Les, you don’t have to be involved. Me and Ted will be quite happy to split the gold fifty/fifty.”

Ted glanced at Les nervously. He didn’t like Wally insinuating that they’d had discussions behind his back about cutting him out. “There’s nowhere to spend any loot in this town,” he said. “Not that we could with Terry Higgins looking at us side-ways, and he will be.”

“Oh, for goodness sakes,” Wally said, losing all patience. “I tell you what: You two bugger off. As far as I’m concerned a slug has more back-bone than the pair of you.”

“Don‘t be like that, Jacko,” Les said dropping his chin and pushing his bottom lip out. “We’re just pointing out a few facts. You have to think of every eventuality.”

“You two only ever think of the gloomy side to everything. That’s why you’ll always be stuck in Marree. Me, I’m getting out of here. I’m going to Sydney to spend my share of the loot. I’m going to have some fun and live the high life for awhile. You’d be wise to get out of here, too.”

“We’re not going anywhere till the train is running again,” Ted said dryly.

“Well, we’ll have to sit tight and keep out mouths shut till then, won’t we?”

“There are not many places to hide gold in this town,” Les objected. Wally’s plan was making him feel quite ill.

Wally looked at him with an expression of utter disbelief.

“Have you not noticed we’re surrounded by four deserts, Les?”

“What kind of question is that?”

Wally rolled his eyes.

“It’s an obvious one. We’ve got thousands of miles of desert to hide the gold in, literally millions of different spots. If Terry Higgins suspected we’d buried it somewhere and brought every copper in Australia here to search for it, they’d still never find it.”

Les and Ted glanced at each other. They could see that Wally had made up his mind and nothing they said was going to change it.

Stuart Thompson headed for Ghan Town where Goolim had a camel saddled ready to ride and another loaded with his mining gear. As instructed, Goolim had covered the mining gear so that it couldn’t be seen.

Ernie Mandawauy was watching the hotel and saw Stuart leave, so he followed him stealthily. Ernie witnessed the young man enter one of the houses in Ghan Town and hid to catch him coming out again. Half an hour later an Afghan came out of the house. He walked in the direction of the mosque, so Ernie took no notice because the Afghans prayed several times a day. He kept his eyes on the house because he didn’t want to miss seeing Stuart Thompson emerge. He was determined to impress Wally Jackson and hopefully get a bonus.

An hour later, Stuart Thompson still hadn’t appeared and Ernie was becoming a little concerned. When twenty more minutes passed, and still no sign of him, he began to suspect Stuart Thompson had given him the slip, although he couldn’t see how. He circled the house to check that there was only one door, and when he found that apart from the front door and two windows either side, there was no other way out of the house, he knew Stuart Thompson must still be inside. He checked all the camel yards, but he didn’t see Stuart Thompson. He also checked the stables at the hotel, to find there was still a horse in the yard. He then decided the best course of action was to go and see Wally, to make sure his information was correct.

Ernie looked into the front bar of the hotel. Wally was drinking with Les and Ted, who were chatting to Tony behind the bar. When Tony turned his back, Les caught sight of Ernie peering round the doorway, and nudged Ted, who nudged Wally. Alarmed to see Ernie, Wally gestured for him to keep out of sight while Tony had his back turned. The last thing he wanted was for Tony to catch him talking to a tracker, because in the event of Stuart Thompson being robbed, Tony would be sure to pass that information on to Terry Higgins.

Wally madly signaled to Ernie through the window, indicating that he should go around the back of the hotel, where he intended to meet him near the outhouse. He then gestured to Ted to keep Tony busy while he excused himself.

As soon as Wally met up with Ernie behind the outhouse, he hissed,

“What are you doing here?”

“Are you sure that white fella was supposed to leave town today?” Ernie asked.

“Yes, I’m sure, and he did leave this morning. Tony said he’d probably be gone for some time.”

“Only one man left the hotel,” Ernie said. “But he hasn’t left town.”

Wally blinked in shock.

“That was Thompson. What do you mean he hasn’t left town? Did you follow him?” In his annoyance he completely forgot he had intended to keep Stuart Thompson’s identity a secret from Ernie just in case he was ever questioned.

“Yes. He went into a house in Ghan Town.”

Wally’s eyes lit up.

“I knew it.” His expression suddenly changed. “What the Hell are you doing here? He could leave town and you won’t see him go.”

“I saw him go into a house, but he didn’t come out, so I don’t think he’s going anywhere.”

“Are you certain? He hasn’t returned to the hotel.”

“I’ve been watching the house for nearly two hours.”

“Are you sure he couldn’t have slipped out without you seeing him? He could have been very cunning.”

“I checked and there is only one door and two windows at the front. He couldn’t get out without me seeing him.”

Wally was perplexed and scratched his head.

“Did anyone come out of the house?” he asked with narrowed eyes.

“Only an Afghan. I think it was Goolim. He went to the mosque.”

“What do you mean you think it was Goolim? Didn’t you see his face?” Wally asked, suddenly becoming suspicious that Ernie had been duped.

“No,” Ernie said, mystified by the question. “He was wearing a robe over his head.”

“Damn!” Wally shouted. “That wasn’t Goolim. That was Thompson.”

Ernie’s eyes widened in disbelief, and his face grew warm.

“He must have suspected someone was watching him,” Wally said. He knew he would have passed the mosque to get to the camel yards. Wally shook his head. He was actually in awe of Stuart Thompson’s craftiness, but more convinced than ever that he’d found a rich lode of gold. He glanced at his watch. “He’s got a two hour head start on you now. Can you still track him?”

Ernie scratched his head. Many Afghans on camels came and went from Ghan town, so it wouldn’t be easy. But he couldn’t tell Wally Jackson that. He wanted the money he’d promised him.

“Course I can,” he said.

Wally was unconvinced.

“Did you see anyone ride off from Ghan town on a camel?”

Ernie hadn’t really paid attention, but he thought about it.

“He didn’t go north, because I would have seen him leave then, so he must have gone west.”

“You’d better go after him,” Wally said. “And I’d better get back to the bar before Tony suspects something.”

About twenty miles from Marree, Stuart Thompson urged his camel to kneel and then dismounted. He was near a low, rocky ridge. After tethering the camels, he climbed the rocky ridge, which afforded him about a five mile view across the desert. He looked in the direction of Marree. He was searching for any sign of someone following him. When he couldn’t see anything in the shimmering desert; no trail of dust, or movement, he went back to the base of the ridge to set up camp. After unpacking his mining tools from the pack camel and unsaddling the one he’d been riding, he made a fire to boil a billy, and opened a tin of beans and sausages, which he tipped into a pan. Resting the pan on the side of the fire to heat up, he settled the camels for the night, tethering them to a stake he’d hammered into the ground. He was about twenty yards from a small mine shaft, but the entrance was covered in brush. Stuart looked in the direction of the shaft, just to be sure the brush he’d disguised the entrance with was still in place, but didn’t go near it. That could wait until morning.

Stuart had no sooner eaten his sausages and beans, when it began to get very windy. He extinguished his fire and crawled into the small tent he’d brought with him, to shelter from the gusts of dust caused by the wind. He was thankful for the rocky ridge, which provided some shelter for him and the camels.

At dusk, Ernie stopped to rest for a few minutes. He’d been following the tracks of two camels. He suspected they were only a few miles ahead of him, but very strong winds had come up. This meant any tracks ahead of him would be covered by sand. He tried to imagine going back to report to Wally that he couldn’t track Stuart Thompson because the wind had covered his tracks. He thought of his ruined reputation. Jacko would be sure to put a blight on his ‘legendary status’ as a tracker, something he couldn’t tolerate. He’d be shamed in the eyes of his clan. Disgraced!

Ernie came to the conclusion that he had two choices. He could walk on in the dark with just his instincts to guide him, or head for Farina or Lyndhurst. He’d made up his mind about one thing. Going back to Marree defeated in his task was not an option. Although he was weary and it was getting dark, he decided to walk on

As the wind gained momentum and the air filled with dust, Ernie found he could barely see more than a few feet in front of him. He had to almost close his eyes and keep his head down. Out in the middle of nowhere, there wasn’t anywhere to take shelter, unless he headed for a small rocky ridge he had seen lying a few miles ahead.

In a few minutes the thick dust had blocked out any remnants of light, and it was dark as pitch. As Ernie stumbled on, the dust continued to swirl in frantic gusts around him, and the wind moaned eerily. Ernie instinctively placed one foot in front of the other, but he found himself being drawn into a fatigue induced, trance-like state. He had been wearing a thin shirt, which he’d removed and placed over his head to keep the sand out of his eyes, nose and mouth.

As the wind battered him, and the sand stung his chest and back, his mind began to play tricks on him. He thought he could hear his spiritual ancestors calling to him. His heart began to pound. He was frightened, but he asked his ancestors to lead him in the right direction. He asked them to save his reputation. The wind pushed him this way and that and the sand pricked his skin. Time and again he stumbled and fell over thorny bushes. The thorns cut his legs, hands and arms, but he barely felt the searing pain. He was so weary physically, but mentally something kept willing him to go on.

Finally, several hours later, Ernie collapsed from sheer exhaustion. The dust storm had made the going tougher than ever, and he was mentally and physically wiped out. But more than that, his ancestors were calling him.

The next morning, Stuart Thompson was awoken by the sound of buzzing flies. He opened the flap on his tent to find a pile of sand, which he pushed away. Then he noticed the camels had gone. The rope he’d tethered them with was still there, but obviously he hadn’t tied it tight enough to the camels’ legs. He crawled out of the tent and looked for them, hoping they’d be grazing nearby, but there was no sign of them. The sun was shining brightly and the air was still and hot.

Stuart decided to make a fire so he began looking for wood. In the back of his mind he held the thought that the camels would return. He didn’t want to think about what might become of him if they didn’t. He’d gathered an armful of wood when he came across the body of an aborigine, partially covered by sand. He could see the body was male, but he was alarmed to see what looked like a bag tied over his head. He was sure he was dead, but curious he dropped the wood in his arms and began removing what covered his head. He soon realized it was a shirt and understood that the aborigine must have tried to protect his eyes, nose and mouth during the sand storm.

Ernie groaned, which startled Stuart.

“Fer the love of Moses, you’re alive,” Stuart said. He was pleased, but suddenly realized he had a dilemma. The aborigine must be very dehydrated, and he knew the right thing to do was help him, but his first thought was for his mine. He wanted to take the aborigine back to his campsite and give him food and water, but at the same time he didn’t want anyone to know the whereabouts of his mine. For a fleeting second he considered leaving him in the desert to die. But could he be that callous?

As Stuart gazed at Ernie, who looked in bad shape, a wave of guilt came over him. How could he be thinking of his mine when a fellow human being’s life hung in the balance?

Stuart knelt beside Ernie. He knew he had to get him out of the sun.

“Come with me, and I’ll get you some water,” he said, trying to lift Ernie to his feet.

Ernie’s mouth was as dry as the sand around him, so he couldn’t speak. He feebly reached for Stuart’s arm, as he was lifted to his feet. Stuart had to almost carry him back to his campsite, where he laid him in the shade of his tent, and gave him water.

“Drink slowly,” Stuart said as Ernie gulped at the water. Nothing had ever tasted so good. After drinking nearly all the water offered to him in a canteen, he began to feel a little better. His head was throbbing, but at least his mouth and throat were moist.

“My name is Stuart. What’s yours?” Stuart asked.

“Ernie Mandawauy,” Ernie said weakly.

“What were doing in the desert with no water, Ernie?” Stuart asked him.

Ernie recognized Stuart, and he was amazed by the irony that it was Stuart who found him. 

“I was going walkabout,” he lied. “I can usually find water anywhere in the desert, but the dust storm got me.” He shuddered, remembering the eeriness of his ancestors calling him. What did it mean?

“I’ve seen you in Marree, haven’t I?” Stuart asked. He was sure he’d seen him at least once.

“I go walkabout a lot,” Ernie said, hoping not to rouse Stuart’s suspicions.

“There’s nothing out this way,” Stuart said. “Where were you heading?”

“I was making for an aboriginal sacred site where my people are going to hold a corroboree, but I lost my way in the dust storm,” Ernie replied. “Lots of tribe members will be meeting there.” He felt awful lying to Stuart, but he was thinking of Wally and how angry he would be if he betrayed him. Besides, there was going to be a corroboree in the area so it wasn’t really a lie.

Stuart looked at Ernie. He couldn’t believe he had considered not helping him. He’d always thought of himself as a compassionate man. What had happened? He glanced towards his mine. That’s what had happened. Like so many other men he knew, the gold had changed him. He felt so ashamed.

“I suppose you wonder what I’m doing out here?” he said.

Ernie didn’t say anything. He just looked back at him blankly. He felt guilty for deceiving Stuart because he seemed like a nice man. Not like Wally Jackson. He was only ever out for himself.

“I’ve been searching for gold,” Stuart said candidly. He suddenly didn’t care that Ernie knew. Perhaps he was purging his guilt, or perhaps it didn’t matter anymore. If he’d been considering letting Ernie die so that he didn’t know about the gold, then it had turned him evil, and he couldn’t have that.

“How did you get out here?” Ernie asked. He couldn’t see the camels.

“I came out here with two camels, but they ran off in the dust storm.”

“It’s a long walk back to Marree,” Ernie said.

“Yes, it is.” He looked over the shimmering gibber plains. He knew he’d never make it without help. “The desert has a way of making you feel so small and insignificant,” he said.

Ernie didn’t know what insignificant meant exactly but he thought he understood what Stuart was trying to say.

“It can easily kill you,” he said. He was thinking about his ancestors calling him, and a shiver ran up his spine, despite the heat. He hadn’t expected to be found alive. “I owe you my life,” he said.

“Don’t thank me yet, because without your help I might not make it back to town.” Stuart looked over the desert again. “In the end, all we have is each other,” he said. Ernie would have died without his help, and now he needed the aboriginal man’s help.

“We have to depend on each other.” For the first time in a very long time, Stuart saw everything so clearly.

“What the Hell am I doing out here?” he said to Ernie, who didn’t know what to say back. “What do I need gold for? There isn’t anything I really want or need.”

“My people know where there is gold and lots of opal,” Ernie said. “But we don’t touch it. White men want it, but aboriginal people only want a simple life. We just need food, water, and shelter in bad weather. Other than that, we like to sleep under the stars.” He didn’t mention that he liked the occasional bottle of grog because he knew that wasn’t a good thing, and he felt ashamed.

Suddenly the world looked clearer to Stuart. If he had food, shelter and a few pounds in his pocket, what more did he need?

“What brings you happiness, Ernie?”

The aboriginal man looked up at the vast sky, which was a dazzling blue.

“I love to see the sun rising on a new day, and I like my family around me.” He asked himself what he was doing. Why was he in the desert following a white man he didn’t know for a bad guy like Wally Jackson? Wally Jackson would care less if he’d died. Had the spirits of his ancestors been trying to wake him up?

“What about you?”

“Good mates and a cold beer,” Stuart said.

“Don’t you have a family?”

Stuart looked wistful as he thought about Catherine and the brief life they’d had together in the mining town of Kalgoolie in Western Australia.

“Not in Australia,” he answered. “I have brothers and sisters, some live in England and some in America. My youngest brother lives in Wales with my parents.” He’d migrated to Australia five years earlier by himself at the age of twenty nine.

“I haven’t heard of that place,” Ernie said truthfully.

“Its part of the United Kingdom,” Stuart said.

“That sounds like an important place,” Ernie said.

Stuart couldn’t help smiling at Ernie’s innocence. His world was small and uncomplicated. He suddenly envied him.

“I have a wife and five children,” Ernie said, his head dropping. “I haven’t seen them for quite a while.” He’d been so caught up in his own life, and getting drunk.

Again Stuart thought about how he had considered leaving Ernie to die when Ernie had a wife and five children who needed him. He felt disgust and so much contempt for himself.

He had no idea that Ernie was feeling the same.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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It was late afternoon one day later, when Stuart Thompson walked into the town of Marree. He’d parted ways with Ernie about a mile out. Ernie was heading for Lyndhurst before going eighty miles east, to a place called Arkaroola, where his family lived. Stuart had at first been concerned about Ernie walking such a distance, but when the aboriginal laughed at his fears, Stuart realized going ‘walkabout’ entailed traveling hundreds of miles overland on foot, and Ernie did it all the time.

Ernie and his family belonged to the Adnyamathanha clan of the Flinders. He told Stuart his clan lived an idyllic life at Arkaroola, hunting in the ranges and fishing in Lake Frome. When Stuart asked him what he was doing in Marree, he was at a loss to explain why he’d felt dissatisfied with such a good life. The need to wander, or go walkabout, was of course part of his culture, but he’d stayed away much longer than he should have. As for getting mixed up with white fellas who got him on the grog, that was something he intended to change.

Ernie and Stuart had spent the night around a campfire talking, and then they’d retired to sleep under the stars. Ernie had spent most of the night soul searching, and had concluded his coming close to dying had been a warning from his ancestors that he had to alter his ways.

The first thing Stuart did in Marree was go to see Goolim. His intention was to tell him his camels had run away, and offer to pay for their loss. He didn’t know that the camels had returned to Goolim’s this noon and that the Afghan had been frantic with worry about him.

Goolim hadn’t known what to do when the camels returned without Stuart. As Stuart had sworn him to secrecy, he couldn’t tell anyone his whereabouts, even though he only knew approximately. He was about to set out to look for Stuart by himself, when Stuart knocked on his door. Goolim had been giddy with relief, but also baffled that he had walked so far seemingly without suffering the effects.

“Stuart, you are alive,” he said clasping his hands together and glancing heavenward, as if in prayer.

“Yes, but your camels …”

“They are here in their pen,” Goolim said.

It was Stuart’s turn to look relieved.

“What happened?” Goolim asked. “When Hannibal and Lileth returned without you, I didn’t know what to think.”

“They ran off in the dust storm two nights ago,” Stuart said. “I didn’t have tethered them well enough. I hoped they might come back to my campsite the next morning, but they didn’t.”

“It’s common for them to return to their home and the herd,” Goolim said. He’d been joyous that his camels had returned to Marree as they were such valuable animals, but he’d been worried that Stuart had met his fate. “You must have left your mining equipment in the desert?”

“Yes, I did,” Stuart said wearily. In actual fact, he and Ernie had put his tools in the mine shaft and then collapsed the entrance so that nothing would be found. Being so remote, it was unlikely anyone would discover the mine, and Stuart was glad about that. It had taken him long enough, but he finally understood that gold could change a man, and it wasn’t for the better.

Goolim was puzzled about the change in Stuart. He seemed much calmer than he had been when he left town. He put it down to fatigue.

“Do you want me to go and get your mining tools, or will you return to your mine site?”

“I won’t ever be returning to the mine site, Goolim, and I won’t need my tools anymore.” Without another word, Stuart headed for the hotel, leaving Goolim to scratch his head in confusion.

The usual patrons were in the hotel on this Saturday afternoon: Wally, Les, Ted Wallace, Barry Bonzarelli and the store-keeper, Fred Powell. Lily, Missy and Rita were sat on the veranda, waiting for the drinks the men slipped out to them. Terry Higgins was also in the bar, but off duty. Nevertheless, Rita and the aboriginal women were intent on behaving very sedately. None of them, especially Rita, wanted to be locked up for the night for being drunk and disorderly, and they knew Terry wouldn’t hesitate. More than once he’d arrested Rita at gun point, which was the only way he could get her into a cell when she was inebriated and in a rage.

Arabella intended to play the piano for a short while after dinner, but for the moment she was sitting with Jonathan in the hotel lounge room, looking at photographs he’d just developed. She was especially excited to see them because he’d taken her with him when he went to photograph the aboriginal children in town that morning.

She had been amazed at Jonathan’s rapport with the children and the way he’d encouraged them to produce their best smiles. But as she looked at the photographs she could see he’d captured so much more; their innocence, mischievousness, curiosity and open candor. He’d taken them little trinkets he’d purchased from Mohomet Basheer’s bazaar and candy from Fred Powell’s store. More and more Arabella found herself in awe of his kindness and thoughtfulness. It had the effect of making her want to be a better person. The more she got to know him, the more she realized what a spoilt little madam she’d been. It made her feel ashamed of her behavior with her parents. She longed to make it up to them, but the days had turned into weeks since she’d seen them, and she missed them more and more.

As soon as Stuart entered the bar he could see Arabella and Jonathan in the lounge, so he waved to Tony and went through. He didn’t see the look of shock on Wally’s face when he saw him come in, or the looks that passed between Wally, Les and Ted. Wally had no idea that Les and Ted were actually relieved to see Stuart because they didn’t trust that Wally intended to stick to the plan they’d come up with. Initially they’d got caught up in the excitement of the gold making them wealthy, but after thinking about it, they realized it was no use to them in Marree and they couldn’t see themselves leaving this town and going to the city for good. They’d both been terribly concerned that Wally would harm Stuart, or even kill him, when Ernie would tell Wally about his whereabouts. But Ernie had not returned yet, betraying where Stuart’s mine was – if there was a mine at all. Now they could relax and enjoy their beer.

“Stuart!” Jonathan said in surprise as he approached the table he was sitting at with Arabella. “What are you doing back so soon?”

Arabella was also astonished to see him.

“That’s what I’d like to know,” Tony said. He’d followed him into the lounge. “I thought you were going to be gone for some time.”

“I had a change of heart,” Stuart said as he sat down beside Jonathan.

“What brought that on?” Tony asked. “You seemed excited about finding gold when you left here.”

By this time the other patrons had crowded in the doorway, all eager to hear what Stuart had to say.

“It’s no great mystery,” Stuart answered. “Finding gold no longer interests me.”

Baffled looks passed between Tony and the hotel patrons.

“I thought being rich would make me happy, but I was wrong,” Stuart added. “There are some things that money can’t buy.”

“Like what?” Tony said insensitively, only to feel Maggie’s elbow in his side.

“Like good mates or your health.” Stuart was thinking that he could’ve made the biggest strike out in the desert, but if he hadn’t found Ernie and saved him, and if Ernie hadn’t brought him back to town, he would have died out there and the gold would have done him no good at all. “As soon as the train returns, I’m getting on it,” he said.

Tony and the others thought something must have happened out in the desert. They all had different ideas, but most were running along the lines of thinking that Stuart hadn’t found any gold, and he was too embarrassed to admit it.

“Did you get caught in that dust storm?” Maggie asked.

“Yes, and the camels I’d borrowed from Goolim ran off, leaving me stranded,” Stuart admitted. “Luckily they returned to Ghan town.”

Terry Higgins was standing behind Tony.

“How far did you have to walk to get back to town?” he asked.

“About twenty miles,” Stuart said.

“You seem to be in good shape for a man who’s walked that far in the heat,” Terry commented. He could see his arms were sunburned and he looked dusty and tired. There was no question he’d been in the desert, but was he telling the truth?

“I’d appreciate a nice cold beer if you have one, Tony,” Stuart said.

Tony looked at Maggie, who went to get Stuart a beer.

Wally was one of the patrons taking a keen interest in what Stuart had to say. He didn’t know what to think.

“You must have been carrying a lot of water,” Terry added suspiciously. He didn’t think Stuart’s story added up. Any white man would be lucky to walk twenty miles in the searing heat of the desert, and live to talk about it. At the very least he should have crawled into town on his hands and knees.

“I walked back with Ernie Mandawauy,” Stuart said. “He knows where to find water, so we didn’t have to carry too much.”

Terry now understood, but Wally almost had a heart attack. What was Ernie doing with Stuart? He was supposed to be spying on him, not giving him an escorted tour across the Great Victoria Desert.

While the others stood around talking to Stuart, Wally went back to the bar with Les and Ted.

“Did you hear what Thompson said?” he asked them. “He walked back to town with Ernie. What the Hell is that black fella playing at?”

“I don’t know,” Les said, glancing at Ted.

“Well I’m going to find out,” Wally said as he marched out of the bar.

Shortly afterwards, Wally came back and he was in a temper.

“Stuart Thompson must be lying. Ernie isn’t in town now and no one has seen him,” he hissed.

“While you were gone, Thompson told the others that Ernie has gone back to his homeland,” Ted said, glancing at the other patrons to be sure he hadn’t been overheard.

Wally’s eyes widened.

“Homeland! Where the Hell is that?”

“Sshh,” Ted said. “It’s in the Flinders Ranges apparently.”

“You know what that means,” Wally said.

“No. What?” Les asked in trepidation.

“Ernie must have found out where the mine was, and brought Thompson back to town, so he could go and get all the gold for himself.”

“I don’t think so, Jacko,” Ted said. “Stuart said Ernie nearly died out there. He told us he found him close to death after the dust storm and took him back to his camp.”

Wally’s eyes narrowed.

“You don’t believe that, do you?”

“Why would Stuart lie about something like that?” Les asked.

“He’d tried so hard to keep his mine site a secret, so why would he take Ernie straight to it. That doesn’t make any sense to me. Ernie is certainly more cunning than I gave him credit for.”

“What are you thinking?” Ted asked.

“I believe Ernie tracked Thompson and then faked his near death to win Thompson over. Then somehow he must have convinced Thompson to give up the idea of mining the gold.”

Wally shook his head in wonder.

“That black fella is certainly smart. Who’d have thought it?” he said. “We’ll have to try and find him.”

“I’m not going out in the desert,” Les said.

“Nor me,” Ted added.

“Spineless fools,” Wally grumbled. “Who needs you?” He left the bar in a huff.

Terry Higgins had been taking an interest in Wally’s excited manner from the other end of the bar. He knew Wally was always on the lookout for an easy buck and he was curious about what could be upsetting him so much. 

Outside the hotel, Wally signaled Lily to follow him around the side of the hotel. Naturally, she thought he wanted to have sex with her. She looked at Rita and Missy as she stood up to go after him, and rolled her eyes. Wally always treated the girls with contempt, even when he was very drunk and wanted a woman for the night. That he wanted a woman in the afternoon came as a bit of a surprise to her, but she needed the few coins he’d give her.

Once they were out of sight of the hotel patrons, Wally turned to Lily.

“Who is the best tracker in town?” he asked her.

“Ernie Mandawauy,” Lily said without hesitation.

“Besides Ernie.”

“Next to Ernie, Jimmy Wanganeen would be the best.”

“Isn’t he too old to track?”

“Jimmy knows what he’s doin’. He’s real good.”

“Where can I find him?” As the aborigines came and went all the time, Wally didn’t know he was camping in town.

“Don’t you want dung-ga …” Lily lifted her dirty shift, revealing scrawny legs and the fact that she wasn’t wearing any underwear.

“God, no,” Wally said, turning away in disgust. He’d have to be real drunk to face that.

Lily was offended.

“What did ya call me here for?” she screeched.

“Sshh,” Wally said, knowing her shrieking would attract Rita’s attention. “I just wanted some information. Now you tell me where Jimmy Wanganeen is?”

As expected, Rita appeared, and she looked angry.

“What you doin’?” she asked Wally.

“Nothing,” he snapped. “I was just asking Lily for some information.”

“What information?” Rita said with narrowed eyes. She stepped towards Wally with her fists clenched.

“I was going to pay her for the information,” Wally said, getting some coins out of his pocket.

“What ya after?” Rita asked accusingly.

Wally didn’t want it common knowledge he was looking for a tracker, but now he had to tell Rita something.

“I want to know where I can find Jimmy Wanganeen,” he said.

“What ya want him for?”

“He’s lookin’ for a tracker,” Lily said.

Wally rolled his eyes in frustration. He could have strangled her.

“I don’t want anyone to know I’m asking.”

Rita’s eyes brightened and Wally understood he was going to have to pay her to keep quiet. Reluctantly he pulled two pound notes out of his pocket.

After closing time, Jonathan bumped into Stuart at the back of the hotel. Jonathan was going to the outhouse, but Stuart had just returned from a walk in the cool night air.

“I would have thought you’d be exhausted after walking more than twenty miles in the last couple of days,” Jonathan said, “and here you are out walking again.”

“I just needed to think and it’s cooler out here,” Stuart said.

“Has something upset you, Stuart?”

“What makes you ask me that?”

“If you don’t mind me saying so, you are a completely different man than the one that left here a few days ago.”

“You have no idea how true that is,” Stuart admitted. He felt able to open up because they were alone, but he was unaware that Wally was lurking in the shadows behind the outhouse. He’d found Jimmy Wanganeen, but his old wife, a scrawny scarecrow of a woman, said he was too sick to take him into the desert. Wally was sure he was just drunk and reacted angrily. He then set off for the pub, intending to get drunk himself, but the pub had just closed, incensing him all the more. When he caught sight of Stuart out walking, he hid in the shadows.

“Something happened out in the desert that I’m not proud of, but I don’t want to talk about it,” Stuart said.

“If the gold you expected to find wasn’t there, there’s no shame in that,” Jonathan said.

“That’s not it. The gold was there and there was plenty of it, but something happened and then I realized I didn’t want or need the gold. No one in this town is going to understand that, except for you maybe, Jonathan.”

Jonathan did understand.

“The old saying, that money can’t buy happiness, is true,” Jonathan said. “But for some people it takes a life time to find what makes them happy.”

A sly smile came to Wally’s lips. “Finding that gold would certainly make me happy,” he thought. “But how am I going to do it?” He suddenly had an idea, but he needed to sleep on it and have a clear head when he formulated the exact plan. Nothing could go wrong. One thing was sure. He had no intention of involving Les Mitchell and Ted Wallace. He could manage well enough without those cowardly fools.

“I’ve arranged for Paddy to take me to a rocky ridge west of here tomorrow morning,” Jonathan said to Arabella back inside the hotel. “There’s an aboriginal corroborree near there and I’d like to photograph it, but first I have to get permission from the kadaicha man, because the ceremony is sacred.”

“That sounds exciting,” Arabella said.

“I was hoping you’d think so, because I was going to ask you to accompany me.”

“I’d love to,” Arabella said, thrilled he’d asked her. She suddenly had a thought. “Paddy usually milks one of his camels for Uri. If he’s away with us, Uri won’t have any milk.”

“I’m sure he can sort something out. Perhaps another Afghan will take care of Uri while we’re away.”

Arabella frowned as she had a thought.

“Will I have to ride a camel this time?”

“You could have taken Stuart’s horse but he found out this afternoon that the mare has a cracked hoof. Tony is going to try to repair it but I don’t know how long it will take.”

“I did think she was lame yesterday,” Arabella said.

“Honestly, once you are aboard a camel, you’ll wonder what you were afraid of.”

Arabella tried to smile, but she didn’t feel wholly reassured. This trip might take her mind of Stuart who didn’t seem to be inclined to repeat their romantic encounter. He had just bid her a quick good night. But then, she thought, he probably was totally exhausted from his march through the desert.

“Get up,” Wally said to Goolim. Nobody locked their doors in the outback, so he’d just walked into his house and put a gun to his head. It was nearly four o’clock in the morning.

Goolim stirred and then gasped.

“What … are you doing?” A small stream of moonlight was coming through the open window, so he was able to recognize Wally, who’d made no attempt to mask his identity.

“You are taking me to the site of Stuart Thompson’s mine,” Wally hissed aggressively.

“But … I don’t know where it is,” Goolim whimpered.

Wally could see the whites of his eyes in the darkness of the room. Clearly Goolim was terrified.

“Of course you do. Don’t treat me like a fool.”

“I’m telling you the truth. He never let me see the exact location.”

Wally didn’t believe the Afghan.

“Get up,” he said angrily.

“What are you going to do?” Goolim asked, afraid for his life.

“If you take me to the mine site, I’ll let you live. If you don’t, I’ll kill you.”

Goolim knew he had no choice but to co-operate. He had little doubt Wally would kill him if he didn’t.

“I can take you to the approximate area,” he said. “I’m sure it wouldn’t be hard to find the mine site from there.”

Wally pistol whipped him with the butt of the gun he was holding.

“Move quickly,” he hissed.

A trickle of blood ran down the side of Goolim’s head. He knew he was in big trouble.

Arabella had tossed and turned for hours. She’d been looking forward to the trip into the desert with Jonathan, but she was still terrified of the idea of riding a camel. She saw the clock go past twelve midnight, one o’clock, two o’clock, three, until finally, at four o’clock, she got up and got dressed. After making herself a cup of tea in the kitchen, she went for a walk towards the camel yards in Ghan Town. She decided she wanted to confront her fear without the scrutiny of Paddy and Jonathan. She thought if she did that, she’d have more confidence when it came time to board a camel and she wouldn’t look completely foolish and lacking confidence.

Goolim kept his camels in the biggest camel yard. Arabella stood outside the railing, but the camels were standing more to the rear of the yard. At a safe distance, she didn’t feel that she was really confronting her fears. She had to get close to them. As the yard was very large, and some of the animals were young, Arabella thought she’d be safe if she walked amongst them. She’d seen the Afghans doing it many times, and the camels virtually ignored them. It was only the bull males that seemed aggressive when they and the females were in season, but the bulls were in another yard.

Arabella climbed through the railing and began to walk amongst the camels. Most barely took any notice of her, but one or two looked at her curiously. “See,” she whispered to herself. “They are not so fearsome.” She began to feel more courageous as the minutes passed. She even approached some of the quieter females and stroked them. Some made strange noises, but she was gradually learning that it didn’t really mean anything.

As Arabella walked between the animals in the dark, she glanced from side to side. Suddenly, someone stepped in front of her. She cried out in surprise but then remembered that Goolim sometimes guarded his animals from feral camels, so she assumed it was him.

“Goolim,” she said, straining to see a face in the dark. She thought she recognized him.

“You startled me. Are you expecting feral camels around here tonight?”

Goolim didn’t know what to say.

“What … are you doing here?”

“I couldn’t sleep, so I decided to confront my fear of camels. I’m sorry if I frightened you.”

Goolim did not reply. His silence roused Arabella’s fear that something was wrong. She was about to ask Goolim what it was, when suddenly she felt something press into her back.

“What are you doing out here at this hour?” someone growled.

The next morning, Maggie looked for Arabella in the hotel. She had prepared some food for the journey she was about to take with Paddy and Jonathan. When she bumped into Jonathan in the hallway, he looked worried.

“Have you seen Arabella?” Maggie asked.

“I’ve been looking for her,” Jonathan said. “But I can’t find her anywhere.”

“I was just about to go up and try her room,” Maggie said.

“I’ve looked there,” Jonathan said. “She’s not there and she’s not outside either. I’ve also been over to Ghan town, and she’s not there either. I don’t know where she could be.”

“She must be somewhere,” Maggie said, becoming worried. “She can’t have disappeared.”

“She knows we were going to leave early this morning,” Jonathan said. “And despite her fear of riding a camel, she was excited.”

“I thought she might be in the stable with Uri, but I’ve just looked there and there was no sign of her,” Maggie said. “I’ll ask Tony if he’s seen her.”

Jonathan followed Maggie through to the bar, where Tony was doing some book work.

“Have you seen Arabella this morning?” she asked him.

“No, have you tried the stables?” he said.

“Yes, she’s not there and Jonathan has been looking for her as well.”

“That’s right,” Tony said turning to Jonathan. “You were going on a trip this morning, weren’t you?”

“Yes, we should have been underway by now. Paddy has the camels saddled ready, but I can’t find Arabella.”

“I’m sure she hasn’t gone far,” Tony said.

“I’ll try the general store and the bazaar,” Jonathan said. He didn’t know where else to look.

An hour later, Jonathan was really worried. Although he had dreaded the thought of finding Arabella there, he had finally knocked on Stuart’s door to ask if he’d seen Arabella. He hadn’t – which on one side eased Jonathan’s jealousy, but on the other it still meant that she could not be found. Finally he went to see Terry Higgins.

“Miss Fitzherbert seems to have disappeared,” he told the constable.

Terry looked startled.

“How long has she been missing?” he asked.

“No one has seen her this morning. She went up to bed about the same time that I did last night, but I haven’t seen her since. I’ve searched the stores in town, the Ghan town, and I’ve just been over to the aboriginal quarter. No one has seen her.”

Terry could see that Jonathan was really worried.

“Surely she wouldn’t have gone out into the desert by herself,” he said, putting his hat on. “Let’s see if anyone else in town is missing.”

They started at the hotel, even though Jonathan assured Terry everyone was accounted for. Then they did a search of the houses. There was no-one at Frankie Miller’s house, so Terry noted that Wally wasn’t accounted for. Everyone was accounted for in Ghan town except for Goolim. No-one seemed to know where he was, and Terry was told that three of his camels were missing.

Back at the hotel, Terry went over his findings with Maggie, Tony, Jonathan and Stuart.

“Goolim is unaccounted for, and so is Wally. As the aboriginals come and go all the time it’s a bit hard to know if any of them are missing. That means if Arabella left town, it was most likely with Wally or Goolim.”

“But what would she be doing with them?” Jonathan asked, clearly bewildered.

“That we don’t know,” Terry said. “I think I should question Les Mitchell and Ted Wallace,” he added.

“Why?” Jonathan asked, frowning.

“I was watching Wally in the bar yesterday after Mr. Thompson returned. He looked upset about something, and he had words with Les and Ted. Perhaps they can shed some light on where he might be.”

“I’m coming with you,” Jonathan said.

At that moment, Barry Bonzarelli walked in the door with Les and Ted. They were jovially laughing about who might shout the first drink until they saw Terry Higgins glaring at them.

“We’re looking for Jacko. Any ideas about where he might be?” Terry asked.

Les and Ted glanced at each other nervously.

“No …” they said. “We thought he might be here,” Ted said.

Terry could see that he and Les were uncomfortable and was sure they knew more than they were willing to give away.

“Three people are missing this morning: Arabella Fitzherbert, Goolim and Jacko.”

Les and Ted glanced at each other again. They couldn’t hide the worried expressions on their faces. They suspected Wally had commandeered Goolim to take him into the desert to look for Ernie, but they had no idea how Arabella fitted into the picture. Knowing how unpredictable Wally could be really worried them.

“You’d better tell me what you know,” Terry said, looking from Les to Ted. “I know Jacko was upset about something yesterday after Stuart got back and he was talking to the both of you, so you know what it was.”

Ted paled and Les began hopping from one foot to the other.

“He … heard Stuart Thompson say Ernie Mandawauy had gone,” Les said. “Ernie owed him money … that’s all,” Les stammered.

“Isn’t that so, Ted?”

“Yes …” Ted said, going very pale.

“He was upset before Mr. Thompson mentioned Ernie going back to his homeland,” Terry said, catching Les out in a lie.

Les’ face flushed, turning the colour of the desert sand.

“Let’s have the truth, Les,” Terry said sternly. “Miss Fitzherbert’s life might be in danger.”

“Tell us all you know,” Jonathan demanded as anxiety for Arabella’s safety got the better of him.

Ted looked at Les and his shoulders seemed to slump.

“All we know is Jacko was going into the desert. He must have asked Goolim to take him. We don’t know anything about Miss Fitzherbert.”

“What did he want to go into the desert for?” Terry asked.

Ted and Les remained tight lipped as they both concentrated on the floor in front of them. There was no way they’d dare mention Wally’s plans to rob Stuart of any gold he found. Terry might suspect they were in on his plan.

“If I know why he’s gone out there, I might have some idea what could have happened to Miss Fitzherbert,” Terry urged.

“Tell us what you know, please,” Jonathan said fearfully.

Les glanced at Stuart guiltily. And Stuart immediately understood.

“He’s gone looking for my mine site, hasn’t he?” Stuart asked.

When neither Les nor Ted replied or denied his accusation, Stuart knew he was right.

Terry knew that was something Jacko would do, but he still didn’t understand what had happened to Arabella.

A screeching outside on the veranda caught their attention. Rita appeared in the hotel doorway with an old woman. It was Ruby Wanganeen, and she was near hysterical. She was babbling in her tribal tongue and Rita was trying to calm her.

“What’s going on?” Terry asked.

“Ruby said Wally Jackson hit Jimmy and he hasn’t woken up yet,” Rita said.

“When did this happen?” Terry asked.

“Last night,” Rita said.

“I’ll come and see if he’s all right,” Terry said, hoping the old man wasn’t dead.

At the aboriginal camp, Terry examined Jimmy Wanganeen, who was lying on the dirt floor of his humpy. Jonathan, Tony, Stuart and Maggie were with him. Maggie had brought her First Aid box with her. Terry found Jimmy was alive, and he soon came around when Maggie put some smelling salts under his nose.

“Why did Wally do this?” Terry asked the old man.

Ruby and Jimmy exchanged words in their tribal language.

“He wanted me to track for him,” Jimmy mumbled. “But I couldn’t …”

He smelt of cheap wine, so Terry understood that he’d been drunk and obviously Wally had been frustrated and had lashed out. As far as he was concerned it was a cowardly act.

“Did he say what he was looking for?” Terry asked.

Ruby said no.

Terry turned to Jonathan and the others.

“As Mr. Thompson had just come into town, I’d say Wally wanted the old man to follow his tracks back to the mine site.”

“He’s done the next best thing then,” Stuart said, worried. “He’s made Goolim take him to the area.” Stuart looked out over the desert, shimmering under a merciless sun. “Goolim doesn’t know where the mine is though, I made sure of that.”

“That means his life is in danger,” Terry said.

“Where is Arabella though?” Jonathan asked.

“She can only be with them,” Terry said. “Why, I don’t know, but her life will be in danger, too.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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Stuart Thompson suddenly groaned and doubled over.

“What’s wrong?” Maggie asked as they all crowded round him in concern. They had just arrived back at the Great Northern Hotel.

“I’ve had stomach pains since last night,” he said. “And they’re getting really worse now.” His face crumpled in agony and perspiration glistened on his brow.

“What did you eat while you were out in the desert?” Terry asked.

“Just tinned beans and sausages,” Stuart said, gasping through the pain.

“That wouldn’t have done you any harm,” Maggie said.

“Oh … and Ernie found some bush tucker on the walk back to town.”

“What kind of bush tucker?” Tony asked, having a clue.

“Something he called bush plums. I thought they tasted bitter, but I was hungry so I ate several.”

“Oh, that’ll be the problem,” Maggie said. “Bush plums don’t always agree with white folk.”

Stuart groaned again, and struggled to his feet.

“Excuse me,” he said, practically running to the outhouse.

“That’ll be the last we see of him for a few hours,” Maggie said.

“That’s a disaster,” Terry said. “We need him to lead us to his mine site in order to find Miss Fitzherbert, Wally and Goolim.”

“Maybe he’ll be all right,” Maggie said optimistically.

Tony shook his head.

“If the bush plums affect him like they did Frankie Miller or Bonzarelli, he’ll be in the outhouse for the next twenty four hours at least.”

“We can’t leave Arabella out in the desert with Wally for that long,” Jonathan got excited. “Who knows what he might do.”

“Then we’ll need Jimmy Wanganeen’s help, but I don’t know whether he’s up to it,” Terry concluded.

“He’ll have to be,” Jonathan said, terrified to think about Arabella at Wally Jackson’s mercy.

“Meanwhile Mr. Thompson might be able to give us some idea which direction to take,” Terry said.

“Let’s fetch Jimmy and have Maggie sober him up,” Jonathan said. “While she’s doing that I’ll see if Paddy still has the camels saddled.”

“Can you handle camels?” Terry asked.

“I haven’t taken them out by myself, but Paddy won’t mind coming with us.”

At the aboriginal quarter, Terry told Jimmy they needed his help. Jimmy was squatting in the dirt outside his humpy, which was under the shade of an enormous paper bark tree. His cheek bone was swollen and cut, a reminder of Wally’s violent streak, and he still looked inebriated.

“I’m sorry to ask you this, Jimmy,” Terry said as he knelt beside him, “but we need you to track Wally. We believe he took Miss Fitzherbert and Goolim into the desert against their will, and we’re worried that their lives might be in danger.”

Jonathan was standing beside Terry. All sorts of things were going through his mind. For one thing, Jimmy looked too old to be of much help to them. His body was so thin; it looked like a stiff breeze would blow him clean across the Great Victoria Desert. His hair had white streaks through it, and he appeared to have very few teeth. It seemed to take all his energy just to swat the flies that kept landing on his face. Jonathan had a lot of respect for the aboriginals, but he couldn’t believe Arabella’s life might rest in this man’s hands, although it looked like that was the case.

Jimmy spoke to his wife Ruby in his native tongue and she got up and walked away.

“We need you to come with us now,” Terry urged. “Maggie will give you some food so that you feel stronger.” He thought it better not to mention that the intention was to sober him up.

Jimmy shook his head and Jonathan felt a sudden rush of fear that made it difficult for him to breathe.

“You must, I’m begging you,” he knelt down beside the old man and grabbed his shoulders in despair.

Jimmy waved his hand in a dismissive fashion.

“Ruby’s gone to get me somethin’, then I come with you,” he said.

Jonathan looked at Terry.

“What’s he talking about. What’s going on?”

“I don’t know,” Terry said. He could see Jonathan was beginning to panic. “I suppose we’ll have to wait and see,” he said.

“Wait and see! We haven’t got time for that.”

“What choice do we have?”

“We have to make Jimmy understand that Arabella’s life is at stake,” Jonathan said angrily.

Terry took him by the arm and led him a few feet away.

“You don’t know much about aboriginals, do you?” he said in a hushed tone. “In the bush, they do things their own way. We can’t push Jimmy or he simply won’t help us at all.”

“What’s he up to?” Jonathan asked. He thought Ruby might be getting him more alcohol and he felt truly sick.

“I’m not sure, but he did say he would help us, so we’ll just have to be patient.”

Jonathan found it hard to accept that Terry didn’t have the authority to make the aborigine come with them immediately.

“Perhaps we should just find out from Stuart which direction to take and then go. By the time Jimmy is ready to go, it might be too late for Arabella.”

“I understand your frustration, Jonathan, but Goolim might very well lead Wally the wrong way,” he said.

“He wouldn’t do that. He’d be too afraid of Wally.”

“That’s not a risk we can take, so we need Jimmy.”

Terry and Jonathan watched in morbid fascination as Ruby returned to the aboriginal quarter with an assortment of leaves and the roots of plants, which she placed in a billy of boiling water over the fire.

“What’s she doing?” Jonathan asked impatiently.

“I’m not sure, but I’d say she’s preparing some kind of concoction to make Jimmy feel better,” Terry said.

After Ruby had stirred the concoction for a while, watched by Jimmy, who hadn’t yet gotten off the ground, she ladled some of the mixture into a tin mug and passed it to him. Jimmy swilled it around for a few minutes to cool it, and then drank it. Jonathan and Terry caught a faint whiff of the concoction in the still, hot air, and it wasn’t pleasant. They grimaced as the old man finished it off. Jimmy then stood up and declared he was ready to go with them. He seemed unsteady on his feet at first, and didn’t even bother to dust himself off, just plonked a hat on his head.

On the way to the hotel they heard Stuart groaning in the outhouse as they passed.

“Are you all right, Stuart?” Jonathan called. He felt so sorry for him.

Stuart merely moaned in reply.

Terry looked at Jimmy.

“Bush plums,” he said by way of explanation.

The old man shook his head in disbelief.

When they were ready to set off, Paddy and Terry boarded the camels, but Jimmy insisted he had to walk to see tracks, so Jonathan said he’d walk with him and lead his camel. He told Terry he wouldn’t feel right riding a camel while the old man was walking across a searing desert. In actual fact, he was worried the old man wouldn’t have the strength to walk such a distance and thought he might collapse.

On the edge of town, Jimmy searched for tracks. At times, he stood still and stared at the red desert as if seeing something no-one else could. Jonathan stayed behind him to one side. He tried to see what the old man was seeing, with no success. He couldn’t detect any obvious tracks in the sandy desert, but eventually Jimmy set off with confidence in one direction.

“Three camels went this way,” he said.

“How do you know it’s the camels Wally and Goolim took?” Jonathan asked. He had virtually no confidence in the old man at all.

“It is,” Jimmy said without any hesitation.

Jonathan knew he had to trust him, but he was baffled. Nevertheless, he continued to walk behind him, with Paddy and Terry on their camels, with one extra camel for Jimmy, tied behind.

To Jonathan’s surprise, the old man set a steady pace, unfazed by the scorching, overhead sun. His hat was battered and old, and a rather peculiar shape. His feet looked like he never wore shoes, which was incredible given how hot the sand got. Jonathan was sure he’d run out of energy very fast, and even collapse. After awhile, he did slow down, only stopping now and again to wipe sweat from his face and have a drink of water. To his credit, though, he kept going without complaint. This amazed and intrigued Jonathan. The heat and the hot wind were exhausting, and he was on the verge of collapse himself. It was only his desire to save Arabella from Wally that kept him going.

“How old are you, Jimmy?” he asked, as he trudged behind the old man, who was concentrating on the ground in front of him.

“I be fifty-four next birthday,” Jimmy replied.

“Fifty-four!” Jonathan was astonished. He was sure Jimmy must be mistaken. He looked at least ten years older, if not more.

“Don’t be angry, but I thought you were older,” he said.

“None of my family lived to be as old as me,” Jimmy said as if he’d achieved something truly great.

“Fifty-four is not very old, Jimmy,” Jonathan said.

“I’m an old aboriginal,” Jimmy said. “Our race be gone one day. Piccaninnies dyin’ too much. Too much sickness.”

“Why is that?” Jonathan asked.

“When the white man came to this land he brought lots of sickness that aboriginal people never had. The sickness kills the aboriginal people.”

This actually made sense to Jonathan, and suddenly he saw a lot of wisdom in Jimmy’s words. The aboriginals had been a pure race for thousands of years, until the white man came to Australia. Well these sad facts he had not found in the books about Australia.

“Why don’t you live with a tribe anymore, Jimmy?” Jonathan asked. He thought it might be a better lifestyle than squatting in a humpy in town.

“I’m too slow now,” he said. “Can’t go walkabout much.”

Jonathan turned to Terry in confusion. He didn’t understand.

Terry said, “If the elders get too slow or sick when the tribes go walkabout, they are killed.”

Jonathan gasped.

“That is barbaric,” he said.

Terry shrugged. “If a baby is born with a deformity, it’s killed,” he said. “Or if it’s premature and the mother already has a young child to care for, they get rid of it.”

Jonathan was astonished and realized there was so much he didn’t know about aboriginals although he thought he was quite well-informed.

“Are you safe in Marree?” he asked Jimmy. He couldn’t imagine him being killed simply because he was old. It was the most heartless thing he’d ever heard.

“Yes, me and Ruby stay in town now,” he said.

Jonathan thought staying in town was probably not all that good for Jimmy because he’d have the opportunity to get on the grog too much, but he obviously had no alternative. All the same, it was a sad situation.

“Did you and Ruby have children?” Jonathan asked, growing inquisitive about the old man’s life.

“Yes, six, but they all gone now,” Jimmy said.

“Gone. Do you mean … dead?”

“Two dead. Others gone all over.”

Jonathan looked at Terry again and he shrugged.

“My biggest problem as a white police officer out here is revenge killings,” Terry said. He could see how shocked Jonathan was. But he could also see that he had no idea what went on in the tribes.

“What are revenge killings?” Jonathan asked.

“When a man kills another man or woman belonging to another family, the father of the murdered person will kill someone in the murderer’s family, as revenge. It happens all the time and it keeps me pretty busy around the towns up this way.”

Jonathan hadn’t had any idea about such things.

“What do the tribal aborigines think about the white man’s law?” he asked.

“Not much,” Terry said. “That’s what makes policing up this way so hard. They still get hanged for murder, though.”

Jonathan had to admit he’d thought Terry would have an easy job in such a small country town, with very little to do. What he’d just heard had completely changed his mind.

“This is where I waited for Stuart,” Goolim said to Wally. He pointed to remnants of a campfire to prove he wasn’t lying.

Wally looked around.

“That’s not much help to me, is it? He could have gone miles from here.”

“He didn’t,” Goolim said.

“How do you know?” Wally asked aggressively.

“I just know,” Goolim said.

“So you do know where the mine is,” Wally said, his eyes narrowing maliciously. He’d never really trusted the Afghans. He thought they all looked shifty.

“No, but I don’t think it was far away,” Goolim said. “Sometimes, if the wind was blowing in this direction, I could hear Stuart digging.”

“And you are telling me you didn’t look for the mine and the gold?” Wally asked accusingly.

“No. I waited here,” Goolim said, not expecting Wally to believe he could be trusted.

“Show me which direction he took,” Wally commanded.

Goolim set off, praying they found the mine site and Wally let him and Arabella go safely.

When Jimmy realized the tracks he was following were leading in the same direction that a sacred corroborree was to be held, he mounted the camel so that they could make better time. He didn’t mention his fears, but he knew it was dangerous for white people to be anywhere near the sacred initiation ceremony. Only now and again he dismounted to check the tracks. By the time the ridge became more than a speck on the horizon, it was growing dark, and the ridge was still some distance away.

They had stopped a few times, more for Jonathan’s sake than Jimmy’s, who showed only the slightest sign of weariness. He drank the water offered him, and ate the food that Terry gave him from the supply Maggie had hurriedly packed for all of them. Jonathan was very curious about what had been in the herbal drink Ruby had prepared for Jimmy, because it had certainly done wonders for him, but he didn’t like to ask. 

“We can’t travel any further in the dark,” Terry said, urging his camel to kneel so that he could dismount.

“Why not?” Jonathan asked. Somehow the darkness made him even more frightened for Arabella. “We could have the element of surprise,” he added.

“So could Wally if he heard us before we saw him,” Terry said.

“There’s an aboriginal corroborree going on not far from here,” Jimmy said, pointing towards the ridge.

“That’s where Arabella and I were meant to be heading,” Jonathan said.

“No lubras allowed at this corroborree,” Jimmy said. The aborigines referred to their women as lubras. “No white man either. It’s a sacred initiation ceremony.”

“I was going to ask permission to photograph the ceremony,” Jonathan said.

“You get speared for that,” Jimmy said, shaking his head at Jonathan having been about to commit sacrilege or suicide.

Jonathan’s blood ran cold. He suddenly had the terrible feeling that Arabella was in far more danger than he’d estimated.

“Let’s get closer to the ridge,” he said.

“That’s not a good idea,” Terry said.

“If we wait till morning when it’s light, Wally will certainly see us coming. I have a dreadful feeling about this,” Jonathan said, looking across the land at the ridge. “I’m going closer. If you don’t want to come, you can stay here, but don’t try to stop me.”

“We are back where we started,” Wally said angrily. They’d gone a few miles in a south westerly direction, but hadn’t seen any sign of the mine site so they’d turned back to the ridge where they tethered the camels and made a campfire to prepare something to eat. Wally was sure Goolim was leading him in on a wild goose chase and he was about ready to explode.

Arabella could see that Wally was ready to do something drastic, and her heart was thudding wildly.

“I can hear something,” she said in a small voice. It sounded like music, but it was like nothing she’d ever heard before. It was the first time she had dared to speak since they’d left Marree. After Wally had taken her hostage at gunpoint, she’d been so terrified she’d nearly peed herself. She was still terribly frightened about what he might do now, but just knowing someone was nearby gave her a spark of hope. They were back at Goolim’s camp site alongside the rocky outcrop and Wally still had the gun in his hand in case Goolim tried to escape or over power him.

Wally listened, and at the same time sniffed the air.

“I can smell smoke,” he said, panicking. He was worried someone was camping on the other side of the rocky outcrop. He wanted to climb up and have a look, but he didn’t trust Goolim and Arabella to stay put and he didn’t have enough rope to tie them both up. He listened and could also hear something.

“Get up there and have a look over the ridge,” he said to Goolim. “And don’t get any ideas about trying to escape, because if you don’t come back I’ll shoot Fitzi.”

Goolim glanced at Arabella, whose eyes were wide with fear. He knew he couldn’t do anything foolish because he believed Wally would kill her. After securing the camels, he began to climb the rocks, while Wally stood beside Arabella with the gun pointing at her.

“Don’t let yourself be seen,” Wally called after him.

Goolim carefully climbed to the top of the low, rocky ridge. It was only about thirty feet to the top, but some of the rocks were loose, so he had to be careful with his footing. He was peering over the ridge when the rock under his right hand moved, setting off a chain reaction of loose rocks, that cascaded down the far side. There were three campfires on the far side, with aborigines performing ceremonial dances around them. They were painted in ochre and their stamping feet sent up clouds of red dust around them that looked like mist in the dark. When the rocks slid down the far side, they drew the attention of the aborigines closest and they turned to look up. In the light from their fires, they caught sight of the shining skin on Goolim’s terrified face.

“What the Hell are you doing?” Wally hissed when he heard the rocks sliding down the far side of the ridge. “Get down here.”

Goolim climbed down quickly, almost slipping.

“What’s going on over there?” Walled asked him angrily.

“An aboriginal ceremony,” Goolim said.

“Oh, Hell. Did they see you?”

“I … I don’t know,” Goolim said. He knew he’d been seen, but he was afraid to tell Wally.

“If they come after us my plans will be ruined,” Wally hissed. He was waving the gun in Goolim’s face, which was making the Afghan extremely nervous. Arabella was so frightened, she felt faint. She was not only terrified that Wally would intentionally kill them, but also that the gun might go off accidentally. She’d no sooner had the thought, when the gun did discharge.

Arabella screamed like mad.

Goolim’s eyes widened, and for a second he froze, not sure whether he’d been shot or not.

Wally’s eyes also widened. He hadn’t expected the gun to go off, and he stared at Goolim, not sure whether he was going to drop dead in front of him.

The bullet narrowly missed Goolim and hit the rock behind him, before ricocheting off. When Goolim realized he hadn’t been shot, he dropped to the ground in terror.

Arabella thought the bullet had hit Goolim, and she screamed even louder.

Wally panicked, and he turned on her.

Not far away Jonathan, Terry, Paddy and Jimmy heard the shot.

“God, no,” Jonathan cried, thinking the worst. He set off running towards the ridge, stumbling and leaping the small scrubby bushes that dotted the desert. Terry and Paddy mounted their camels and followed, whipping their beasts into a run. Jimmy hurried as best he could after them.

“Shut up or I’ll shoot you,” Wally yelled at Arabella, who cowered and whimpered in fright.

Wally turned his attention on Goolim.

“Now see what you made me do?” he shouted accusingly. “You stupid fool.” Goolim was groveling on the ground, but Wally could see he hadn’t been hit by the bullet.

“You’re nothing but a liability,” he hissed. “I shouldn’t have brought you out here. Now we might all get killed.”

“Please don’t kill him,” Arabella pleaded. She bravely took hold of Wally’s arm, but he shrugged her off and she fell to the ground. Wally was standing over Goolim with the gun. He was in a state of panic, not sure what to do next. He’d thought finding the gold would be simple, but nothing had gone right from the moment he dragged Goolim out of bed.

A noise caught Wally’s attention and he turned his head just in time to see a flash through the air in his direction. There was a sickening, thudding sound, and the next moment he fell to the ground stunned. Searing pain burned the flesh in his leg. He dropped the gun and looked down to see a spear protruding from his thigh. In shocked disbelief, he looked up to see three aboriginals standing on the ridge. Two were holding raised spears.

A moment later, Terry and Paddy appeared out of the darkness on camels. There were a few moments of confusion when they saw Wally had been speared, but they leapt from the camels instinctively. Terry made a grab for the gun which was lying on the ground.

“Look out,” Arabella cried and pointed to the aborigines standing at the top of the ridge. She and Goolim were cowering beside the rocks at the base of the ridge. Paddy dived in their direction, and then Terry quickly followed.

They held their breath and did not dare to move. There was no sound coming from the top of the ridge.

“Help me,” Wally gasped. He lay about two or three metres away from them in the open, too far away from the ridge to be sheltered from the aborigines standing on top of it. He writhed in agony. His trouser leg was already soaked in his blood. He looked at Terry again.

“Help …” Then he sank back and complete silence filled the night.

Suddenly they heard footsteps running towards them. That must be Jonathan, Terry thought. They’d passed him on the running camels, but they knew he wasn’t far behind.

“Stay back,” he yelled. “We’re under attack.”

All Jonathan could think about was Arabella, so he kept running. As he appeared at the edge of the darkness and was illuminated by the glow of the campfire, a spear flew past his left shoulder, just missing him. Instinctively, he threw himself on the ground and rolled over. He then caught sight of Arabella, and crawled towards her, just as another spear flew past him.

“What’s going on?” Terry asked Goolim.

“Wally sent me up the ridge to see who was on the other side,” he said. “I was seen by aboriginals in the middle of a ceremony. One of them speared Wally just as he was about to shoot me.”

Just then Wally regained consciousness and heard what Goolim said.

“You lying bastard,” Wally spat. “You said they didn’t see you.”

“Shut up, Wally,” Terry said angrily. “You are in enough trouble. I’m going to lock you up for a long time, if you don’t die before I get you back to town.”

“We’re all going to die,” Wally hissed. He was looking up to see aborigines swarming over the ridge like ants. In the faint light he could see flashes of ochre, spears, and skin that glistened with sweat. He was in agony, and yet faced with certain death his instinct to survive was foremost in his mind.

“Shoot them … you bloody fool,” he called to Terry. “For God’s sake, shoot them.”

“I haven’t got enough bullets,” Terry said, barely hiding his own fear. He saw the look of sheer terror on Arabella’s face but he knew if they tried to run, they’d be hunted down and massacred.

Just then Jimmy appeared. He’d been running, and could barely get his breath.

He took in the scene and began shouting in his tribal language and waving his arms. The aboriginals began shouting back, and a rapid fire exchange took place. It didn’t sound like Jimmy was making any head-way with the tribal aborigines, half a dozen of whom had climbed down the ridge to the ground and were standing over Wally, menacing him with their spears. The others were on different levels of the ridge, waiting to see what eventuated.

“Don’t shoot,” Jimmy said to Terry. “Throw the gun on the ground.”

Terry was hesitant, but Jonathan urged him to do it. “Jimmy’s our only hope. You know we can’t kill them all.”

“Don’t do it,” Wally said, squirming in agony. “They’ll spear us.”

Terry took a deep breath and threw the gun away. An aborigine picked it up and catapulted it in the dark.

Jimmy began talking again, explaining their situation. The aborigines listened, but waved their spears angrily.

“They say you’ve desecrated a sacred ceremony,” Jimmy explained.

“Tell them we’re sorry, but we were after Wally who’d abducted Miss Fitzherbert and Goolim. Tell them we mean them no harm and we’ll go away.” Terry said.

“Not without me,” Wally moaned.

“Give me one good reason why we should take you?” Jonathan barked.

“So Terry can lock me in jail,” Wally said.

Terry grimaced.

“I don’t know whether you are worth it,” he said. “Your stupidity could get us all killed.”

Wally had no answer for that.

After a few more minutes of heated discussion, the tribal aborigines climbed back up the ridge and disappeared.

“We have to get away from here right now,” Jimmy said. “If we don’t, there’ll be much trouble.”

“We’re only too happy to do that,” Terry said, looking up to see that the aboriginals had all gone.

They all got up from their crouched positions.

Suddenly Arabella burst into tears, releasing hours of tension. Jonathan took her in his arms and softly stroked her hair murmuring soothing words into her ear. He was overjoyed to hold her safely, but would not express his feelings as Arabella seemed to be under a severe shock. So, he just wanted to calm her.

While Terry held Wally down and gagged him so he couldn’t make any noise that might bring the tribal aborigines back, Goolim and Jimmy pulled the spear out of his leg and put a tourniquet made from his shirt, around his wound to stem the flow of blood.

“I should make you walk back to town,” Terry said, as he loaded him on a camel. He felt no sympathy for him at all.

Wally was in agony, so he didn’t have the strength to reply. He felt so light headed he wasn’t sure he’d stay aboard the camel, but he didn’t have to worry because Terry tied him to the saddle as a precaution.

“I don’t know what you said to the aboriginals to convince them to leave us alone, but “I’m very grateful,” Jonathan said to Jimmy. He looked down at Arabella’s tear stained face still holding her in his arms. She’d been so brave but it had completely depleted her.

“I told them white men are fools and that they know nothing about sacred sites,” Jimmy said. “I said killing you would be bad because your spirits would roam an area that was sacred to the Arrernte people.”

“That was good thinking, Jimmy,” Terry said.

“It’s the truth,” Jimmy said.

Terry and Jonathan glanced at each other. They were not sure Jimmy was serious, but when he made no further comment, they had to assume he was.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

[image: Image]

They hurried away from the sacred aboriginal place as fast as they could. When they had reached a safe distance, they put a camp for the night. After this strenuous day they had to rest for some hours. At dawn they all mounted their camels and headed back to Marree, Goolim, Jimmy and Paddy led the way. Terry was behind them, alongside Wally, who was hunched over in pain, while Arabella and Jonathan followed. Jonathan noticed Arabella was very quiet and teetering on the verge of tears. He knew she’d been through so much, and it broke his heart.

“You seem to have mastered your fear of riding a camel,” he said, trying to lighten her spirits and take her mind off the terrible ordeal she’d been through. “You’re doing very well.” She didn’t look completely relaxed, even though her camel was tied to the back of Terry’s by a rope, but he thought she was doing extraordinarily well considering how frightened he knew she had been.

“When Wally took me hostage I was that terrified of what he’d do, I didn’t spare a moment to think of my fear of camels. I can’t stop shaking now, though.”

“You’ve been remarkably brave, Arabella, but how did he come to take you? I don’t understand how that happened.”

“It was my own fault. If I hadn’t been in the camel yards …”

“What were doing there?” Jonathan asked.

“I kept thinking about my fear of riding a camel, and I couldn’t sleep, so I went to the camel yards in Ghan Town before daylight. I thought if I familiarized myself with the camels I wouldn’t look so foolish in front of you and Paddy when we were ready to leave town.” Arabella wiped a tear that escaped the corner of her eye. “Wally and Goolim were in the camel yards, but I didn’t see them. Goolim was being forced to saddle some camels at gun point. I literally bumped into them in the dark, so Wally had to take me hostage too, so that I couldn’t tell anyone what he was up to. I was sure he was going to … kill us.” A sob rose in Arabella’s throat but she bravely battled her emotions to stay in control.

“How did you figure out what had happened?” she asked.

“I searched for you everywhere in town, and so did Maggie. Then I went to see Terry. We found out Wally was missing, and so was Goolim, and put two and two together. We were lucky to have Jimmy as a tracker because Stuart is violently ill from eating bush plums and could not lead us to his mine site, which we expected to be Wally’s destination. But we didn’t understand how you came to be with Wally and Goolim. I’m so relieved you are all right. I was terribly afraid I’d never …” Jonathan couldn’t finish the sentence because he became choked with emotion. He hadn’t realized, until that very moment, how much he really cared for Arabella. He decided he had to tell her how he felt – now – and prayed she felt the same about him.

“I want to go home,” Arabella blurted out. “I want to see my mother and father again, and go home, to England.”

Her words took Jonathan completely by surprise, leaving him momentarily speechless. He understood why she felt the way she did, but realized now was not the time to declare his feelings. Seeing her happy was all that was important.

“I’m sure Goolim or Paddy will be willing to take you to Alice Springs to see your parents if you really want to go, Arabella,” he said. “They were reluctant before, but now they’ve come to know you, they will think differently.”

“I desperately want to go. I can’t wait to get out of this terrible place,” she said.

Jonathan felt terribly sad. His heart suddenly felt like a leaden weight in his chest.

The sun scorched the desert, making twenty miles feel more like two hundred miles, but the group arrived back in Marree that afternoon. Wally fainted several times on the journey, which Terry had expected. That was the reason he had tied him to the camel, so he wouldn’t fall to the ground and kill himself. He hadn’t been afraid he’d try to escape, as he’d perish in the desert on foot. Wally had lost a fair amount of blood, and needed stitches in his leg wound. The loss of blood, the pain and the heat, were too much for him, but Terry couldn’t feel truly sorry for him. He’d known Wally a long time and knew he was a bit of a larrikin, but he never expected he’d do something so reckless. If it hadn’t been for Jimmy, it was possible none of them would have made it back to town.

“I can’t thank you enough for your help,” Terry said to Jimmy, as they dismounted from the camels in town. “You saved our lives, and I won’t ever forget it.”

“Neither will I,” Jonathan added. “I think your bravery should be rewarded or acknowledged in some way.” He glanced at Terry, hoping he had an idea.

“There’s nothing I want,” Jimmy said. “To be of use to someone is reward enough.”

“We’ll think of something,” Terry said. He had it in mind to put on a barbecue celebration for Jimmy, but had to run it by Tony first.

Jonathan thought it was terribly sad to travel life’s journey, gain a wealth of knowledge and experience, and then be made to feel worthless. He knew the aboriginals revered some of their elders, but obviously not all of them. He wanted to do something about it, but he didn’t know what.

“What are you going to do with Wally now?” Jonathan asked Terry when Arabella was out of earshot.

“I don’t know,” Terry said.

“Whatever you do, try and keep him away from Arabella. She’s very shaken.”

Terry nodded and Jonathan quickly followed Arabella back to the hotel.

When Jonathan and Arabella got back to the hotel, they expected to find Maggie in a state of elation that they’d returned safely, but the hotel appeared to be deserted.

They went to check the stables – were they found nobody as well – and returned to the hotel in confusion.

“Ooroo,” someone called suddenly as they entered the bar once again. It was Les Mitchell.

“Have you seen Maggie today?” Arabella asked him.

“She’ll be in her room,” Les said. “She’s a bit crook.” Les looked Arabella over. He could see she was shaken and was almost afraid to ask what had happened. Curiosity was getting the better of him though.

“Did you find … Jacko?” he asked Jonathan.

“Yes,” Jonathan said. “He’s in Tony’s custody.”

Les paled. He hoped Wally wasn’t dobbing him and Ted in for having any part of his hair-brained schemes.

“What do you mean Maggie is crook?” Arabella asked Les.

“I dunno what’s the matter with her,” Les said vaguely. “I was just looking for Tony so I could get a beer.”

“Oh, get it yourself,” Arabella snapped impatiently and hurried upstairs.

She met Tony in the upstairs hallway.

“How’s Maggie?” she asked anxiously.

“Oh, thank God you’re all right,” he exclaimed. “Maggie will be so relieved. She’s in her room, resting.”

“Les Mitchell said she’s not well. Is that right?” She felt teary and in need of a woman’s company. She had hoped for Maggie’s comfort.

“She fainted again this morning.”

“Oh, no,” Arabella said.

“I’m going to take her to her sister’s,” Tony said. “If I don’t, she won’t rest.” He assumed a worried look on his face.

After all what she’d been through, Arabella could not restrain herself anymore.

“Maybe you should have given Maggie the medicine that Rita made. It could have made her well,” Arabella hissed at Tony in a low voice. Tony looked startled that she knew of the remedy Rita had made. “It wouldn’t have been of any use,” he said sadly.

“How do you know? Maggie said aboriginal medicines work well and that they’d once saved your leg.”

Tony dropped his chin and looked at the worn carpet they were standing on.

“Take my word for it, Arabella. In this case, it wouldn’t have helped.”

“If you really loved Maggie, you would have tried it,” Arabella said accusingly.

Tony head snapped up and his eyes hardened.

“I love Maggie more than life itself,” he said. “I’d give my right arm to make her well if I could. Be careful with what you are saying, young lady.”

Arabella was taken back by his emotion charged words. Tears welled in her eyes and her bottom lip trembled.

“What’s wrong with her? Is it … something serious?”

Tony’s features softened. Her words had made him angry, but he knew she was speaking from ignorance.

“Maggie has a heart condition. Her heart is actually enlarged, that’s why the heat affects her so badly and she becomes exhausted. We were told by doctors in the city that nothing could be done.”

Arabella gasped.

“Is she … will she be all right?”

“Not if she doesn’t rest. That’s why I am going to take her to Warratah Station. Her sister Peg is stern with her. She won’t let Maggie exert herself, and she’ll listen to Peg, whereas she won’t listen to me.”

“I’m sorry for suggesting you don’t love Maggie enough to want to help her, Tony. It’s … I’m a bit emotional at the moment.”

Tony rubbed the top of her arm.

“I understand you’ve been through a lot. Go and see Maggie. Knowing you are safe will lift her spirits.”

Arabella was shocked when she saw how frail and pale Maggie looked.

“Oh, Arabella. You’re all right. I have been so worried,” Maggie said when she entered her room.

Arabella wondered if worrying about her had brought about Maggie’s collapse.

“I’m fine, but you don’t look well, Maggie,” she said.

“I’ll be fine. I wish Tony would stop fussing. He’s insisted I visit Peg for awhile, but …”

“No buts, Maggie. If Tony says you must go, then you must. This place won’t fall down without you for a couple of weeks.”

Maggie frowned.

“Arabella, I have a huge favour to ask you,” she said.

“Anything, Maggie,” Arabella said, sitting down on the side of the bed.

“Will you look after the hotel while Tony takes me to Peg’s?”

Arabella’s eyes widened.

“Me?” Jonathan’s promise to get her to Alice Springs was in the back of Arabella’s mind.

“Tony is going to ask Jonathan to help, so it’s not like you’d be doing it alone.”

“How long will Tony be away?” Arabella asked, fighting panic. She was thinking it would be at least two weeks.

“Less than a week,” Maggie said.

Arabella remembered Maggie telling her it was a hundred miles to the Warratah Homestead.

“Isn’t it a long way to your sister’s?” she wanted to know.

“Yes, but the camels won’t be carrying a load to they can cover a much greater distance in a day and Tony would come straight back.”

Arabella had hoped to set off to Alice Springs as soon as possible, if someone agreed to take her, but how could she let Maggie down, especially after what Tony had told her? When the cameleers had originally refused to take her to Alice Springs, she’d asked if they’d take a message to her parents, but had been told by Tony that they wouldn’t do that unless they were passing that way. And even now, as Arabella had risen in their esteem because she was looking after Uri, they simply could not afford to travel such a distance only for one message to deliver.

“I want to help, but as you know, I’m not very capable,” she said.

“All you’d have to do is keep the place clean, and feed the chooks. Oh, and water the vegetable garden. There’s some meat in the store, but not a lot. It might last until Tony gets back. I doubt there’ll be any visitors, but if there are, just throw something on the grill. You can do that, Arabella. When Tony gets back, he’ll grill the meat for you. Jonathan can look after the bar and do any lifting that’s needed. I wouldn’t go, Arabella, but I really feel dreadful and there’s not really anyone else I can ask.”

“You must go, Maggie, and don’t worry, I’ll look after things here until you get back.”

“I knew I could count on you, Arabella,” Maggie said. Her frown disappeared, but one appeared on Arabella’s forehead.

“How was Uri while I was away?”

“He bellowed when Tony took Bess out of the stall to fix her hoof, but apart from that he’s been all right. Paddy had Musloom Shar give him milk, but he’s gradually weaning him.”

“Good. Are any of the cameleers escorting you to your sister’s, Maggie?”

“We’re traveling with Musloom Shar, Mohomet Drim and Faiz Mohomet, who is back in town. Faiz has some goods to take to stations up the Birdsville track, so he will bring Tony back, while Musloom and Mohomet Drim will go on to Mungerannie to get more water so the trip is not wasted.”

“Are you sure you can handle traveling such a long way?”

“Yes, it will be tiring in the dry heat, but Tony feels it will be less tiring than working around here.”

“Doesn’t it ever rain here?” Arabella sighed, looking out the window. Dust was swirling around the town, where there was barely anything green in sight. Even the few trees in town looked a grey colour.

“I never thought I’d say this, but I miss the rain so much, and flowers, and green hills, and Robins. I used to sit in my bedroom window and watch the Robin Red Breasts in the garden, but all you see from the windows here is dust blowing.”

Maggie smiled wistfully.

“I used to miss all those things, too,” she said. “I haven’t thought about them for a long time now, but I certainly understand how you feel.”

After a short silence Arabella said “Tony told me about your heart problem. I’m so sorry, Maggie.”

“He shouldn’t have said anything,” Maggie said crossly. “I don’t want anyone worrying about me. When my time’s up, it’s up. Meanwhile, I’ll do what I can.”

Arabella was absolutely stunned by Maggie’s plucky attitude, but she couldn’t help comparing her courage to her own whining. She thought of all the weeks and months she’d spent in her room in her lifetime for the slightest ailment, and suddenly burst into tears.

Maggie’s eyes widened and she sat up.

“What’s wrong, Arabella?” she asked. Maggie was thinking of what Arabella must have been through and thought she might want to talk about it.

“You are so brave,” Arabella blubbered. “You make me feel ashamed of myself.”

Maggie took one of her hands.

“You should be proud of yourself, Arabella. You’ve changed so much from the girl who came here looking for someone to wait on her.”

Arabella cringed, but Maggie was smiling at the memory.

“I know you probably don’t believe it, but you’ve been a great help to me when I needed it,” Maggie said.

“Oh, yes, bringing soot down the chimney was a great help,” Arabella said sarcastically.

“I’ve done that myself,” Maggie admitted. “And look at what you’ve done for that poor, orphaned camel. That shows remarkable kindness.”

Arabella couldn’t find a smile.

“I don’t know what happened out in the desert, but you are obviously a very brave girl,” Maggie said.

“I don’t feel very brave,” Arabella admitted.

“I can’t tell you how many times things have nearly gotten on top of me,” Maggie said. “No-one knows this, but there were occasions when I wasn’t very courageous at all. If I didn’t love Tony as much as I do, I might have packed my bags and hopped on the train.”

Arabella was startled because she couldn’t imagine Maggie buckling under any kind of pressure.

“Tell me what happened out in the desert,” Maggie said.

Arabella was just about to do so, when Tony popped his head around the door.

“We have a problem, Maggie,” he said.

“What’s wrong?” Maggie asked.

“Terry needs someone to stitch Jacko’s leg,” he said. “I told him you’re not well enough to do it, but Jacko won’t let Rita do it.”

Maggie looked at Arabella.

“Why does his leg need stitching?”

“He was speared by an aboriginal as he was going to shoot Goolim,” Arabella said.

Maggie was startled.

“My goodness,” she said. “That’s not like Wally.” She looked at her husband. “Bring Wally upstairs and put him in room five and I’ll stitch his leg.”

“Terry didn’t want to disturb you, but Jacko will otherwise be slowly bleeding to death,” Tony said.

“It sounds like he deserves it,” Maggie said, tut-tutting as she swung her legs out of bed.

“I’ll help you, Maggie,” Arabella said. “Just tell me what you want done.”

“You can bring some boiling water upstairs, and some clean towels. I’ll also need some whiskey to sterilize a needle.”

Maggie addressed her husband.

“We’ll need Rita to help hold Wally down. He’s not a small bloke but he’s the biggest baby this side of the black stump when it comes to pain, so it will take a few of you to hold him still.”

Half an hour later, Arabella rushed downstairs. She had tried to watch Maggie stitching Wally’s leg, but his screams and foul language had frightened her off. Rita, Tony and Stuart, who’d just got up for the first time since yesterday and was feeling much better, were holding Wally’s upper body, while Les Mitchell was holding his free leg down. Maggie had told Wally if he kicked her with the leg she was working on, she was going to hit him as hard as she could with one of her cast iron pans, and he believed her, so he restrained himself to that extent. Rita did offer to knock him unconscious so nobody had to hold him, but her offer was tactfully refused.

Wally couldn’t hold back his foul language though, as he needed about twenty stitches. Arabella had never heard anything like it, so she left the room. Jonathan had been cutting up a sheet to make bandages for Maggie. He left them with her, and followed Arabella outside.

“Are you all right?” he asked her.

“Yes, I just couldn’t take Wally’s screams and foul language,” she answered.

“Rita’s rather colourful, too,” Jonathan said, shaking his head, as he thought about what she’d been saying to Wally.

“Maggie has asked me to look after the pub while Tony accompanies her to her sister’s station,” Arabella said.

“Tony asked me to help out, too,” Jonathan said.

“Maggie told me he was going to. I’m a bit nervous about it,” Arabella admitted. “I’ve never had so much responsibility.”

In actual fact, she’d never had any. She’d never had to do chores, or look after a pet. Her mother or the housekeeper had even chosen the clothes she wore some days. When she thought about it, Maggie was right. She had changed drastically, but that didn’t stop her being terrified that she wasn’t up to looking after the hotel, even with Jonathan’s help.

Jonathan smiled.

“It might be good for you,” he said as if guessing her thoughts. “But you must be disappointed that you will have to postpone your trip to Alice Springs.”

“I can’t let Maggie down. She’s been so good to me. Besides, the train could turn up here any day. I’ll just have to wait for it.”

Jonathan prayed the train did return soon, for Arabella’s sake, even though it was going to break his heart to see her go.

“Maggie is a very giving woman,” he said.

“She’s also very sick. Did you know she has an enlarged heart?”

“No, that’s the first I’ve heard of it,” Jonathan said. “Is she going to be all right?”

“Tony said she really needs some rest, and the only place she’ll get it, is at her sister’s, so I’ll do my best for her.”

They walked for a few minutes in silence.

“I’ll just have to wait for the train to return,” Arabella said finally with a deep sigh.

Arabella and Jonathan had just returned to the pub when Terry came downstairs.

“I need to speak to you, Miss Fitzherbert,” he said.

“Please, call me Arabella,” Arabella said, noting that he looked uncomfortable and very serious. She was sure he wanted to question her about what happened in the desert.

“What’s wrong, Terry?” Jonathan asked. He thought the constable looked more apprehensive than he’d ever seen him.

“It’s about Wally,” Terry said.

“What about him?” Arabella asked.

“I have a dilemma,” Terry said.

“What sort of dilemma?” Arabella glanced at Jonathan nervously.

“What to do with Wally,” Terry said. “If I put him in a cell, I’ll have to look after him, and I don’t have time for that. I considered sending him home, but Frankie Miller isn’t back in town yet …”

“Wait a minute,” Arabella interrupted. “Isn’t he going to be charged for what he did?”

“Yes, he’ll be up before a magistrate when one comes to town, but in the meantime …”

“In the meantime he should be locked up,” Arabella said. “Not free to roam the town.”

“Of course, you’re right, but I don’t have time to look after him on my own until a magistrate comes,” Terry said. “And Maggie usually feeds my prisoners, but she won’t be here and you won’t want to do it.”

“No, I won’t,” Arabella replied sternly.

“I’ve questioned Wally, so I’m satisfied I know the truth of the matter now. He’s greedy, but more foolish than dangerous.”

“Are you saying you don’t believe he meant to kill me and Goolim?”

“No, he didn’t. He only ever had one bullet in his gun, and that was for snakes. He said it discharged by accident and he was just as shocked as Goolim, and frankly I believe him. Wally isn’t very brave; you heard that for yourselves when he was being stitched up.”

“He terrified me,” Arabella said. “I thought I was going to die out in the desert.”

“I understand,” Terry said. “And he will be convicted for what he did, but until then …” Terry took a deep breath. “I just thought I should let you know that Tony has suggested Wally stays where he is for now.”

“What! In the hotel?” Arabella asked in a high-pitched voice.

“Yes,” Terry said.

“We’ll see about that.” Arabella ran upstairs to talk to Maggie. This had to be sorted out.

Maggie was just settling herself on her bed again when Arabella knocked and entered her room.

“Maggie, Terry has just told me that Tony suggested Wally stay here in the pub while you are away.” Arabella was flustered.

“That’s right, Arabella. He’s too sick to look after himself.”

“Maggie, he was going to kill me and Goolim. I’m sure of it.”

“No, Arabella. Wally’s a damn fool, but he’s not a killer. I was with him when Terry questioned him. I could kick him in the backside for being so stupid, and scaring the Hell of you, but that’s Wally.”

“He had a gun, Maggie,” Arabella said, disbelieving of how unconcerned Maggie was about what he’d done.

“Everyone in the bush has a gun, Arabella. You have to for snakes, but Wally isn’t a killer. I remember one time when he found a snake in his house and he ran here to fetch Tony because he doesn’t know a thing about guns and he couldn’t hit the side of the hotel from twenty yards away. He wanted to scare Goolim, and he succeeded. He’s been a fool and he knows it.”

“He terrified me, Maggie. I can’t be expected to look after him now.”

“I understand, believe me. But don’t worry because you won’t have to look after him. I’m not that insensitive. I’ve already asked Rita to look after him.”

Arabella’s eyes widened.

“She doesn’t like me.”

It was Maggie’s turn to look surprised.

“Whatever gave you that idea?”

“The way she looks at me for one thing,” Arabella said.

Maggie smiled and shook her head.

“I’ve known Rita for years, Arabella, and never seen her smile. That’s just Rita. She acts real tough, but underneath she’s as soft as butter on a hot day. You’ll see.”

Arabella had her doubts, but did not want to press Maggie further and let her rest. When she left Maggie’s room she nearly bumped into Stuart in the hallway.

“Whoa, careful young lady”, he said and held her tight.

“Stuart! I heard you’ve been ill. Are you feeling much better? I could not talk to you properly when that awful Wally’s leg was being stitched,” Arabella asked in a rush.

“I’m all right,” Stuart answered calmly. “I should be asking how you are after all you’ve been through.”

“I was shaken, but I’m getting over it,” Arabella replied.

“I almost feel like it was my fault. If I hadn’t been mining around here, Wally wouldn’t have gotten any ideas and taken you hostage.”

Arabella looked up to him as he still held her by the elbows.

“It’s not your fault, Stuart, and I don’t want you feeling any guilt at all. Wally is just a terrible man and I can’t believe Terry is leaving him here in the hotel after what he did. Have you heard about that? I won’t feel safe at all.”

“I can’t believe it either, but I’ll make sure he doesn’t bother you. If I have to stand guard outside his door, I will.” Deep inside he had to admit that his pride was hurt because he had not been part of the search party that rescued Arabella.

Arabella beamed.

“Thank you, Stuart, that will make me feel a lot safer.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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On the next morning as Arabella stood outside the hotel with Jonathan and waved goodbye to Maggie and Tony, her mind was in turmoil. She hadn’t mentioned any of her concerns to Maggie because she didn’t want to worry her. On the contrary, she’d acted calm about the whole situation, when in reality she was a quivery mass of nerves. Shading her eyes from the glare of the sun, she and Jonathan watched as the camels and riders faded into the distance, with dust swirling around them.

There were eleven camels in all, five with riders, and six carting water tanks. Maggie was wearing Arabella’s hat and scarf combination to keep the sun off her. She’d looked embarrassed when she put it on, because she knew she looked as ridiculous as Arabella had when she’d worn it, but she had to concede it was a good idea to keep the searing sun off her head and face.

The further the camel string got away, the more concerned Arabella became. “I don’t know whether I can do this, Jonathan,” she whispered on the verge of tears.

“We’ll be fine,” he said, placing a reassuring arm around her shoulder.

“Maggie expects me to make meals for the hotel patrons. She left a list of what to charge them, but I’m so nervous about cooking for people. Up until I came here, I’d barely been in a kitchen, let alone cooked something. While helping Maggie I made so many mistakes. What if a big party comes in from one of the stations? What if I burn all the food?”

“You are not in this alone, Arabella,” Jonathan said. “Whatever happens, we’ll deal with it, together. I’ll be right by your side, and remember I’m quite a handy-man in the kitchen.”

“I don’t know what I’d do without you, Jonathan,” Arabella said, leaning on him mentally as well as physically.

She didn’t see his smile of pleasure.

As they went back into the hotel, Jonathan told Arabella that apparently Wally was furious when he found out that Rita would be looking after him.

“I think his disposition is all the more sour because of the throbbing pain in his leg, and we have no medicine to ease his pain for it,” he said.

“Maggie said that Rita could make an aboriginal remedy for the pain,” Arabella said.

“That’s right, she could, but he won’t accept it. He wants whiskey or rum, but he can’t drink that all the time.”

“Definitely not,” Arabella said, thinking of how much more difficult he would be if he was drunk. She couldn’t tolerate that.

“He needn’t think I’ll be doing anything for him, either,” she pointed out because she thought she detected a note of sympathy for Wally in Jonathan’s voice. “I don’t even want him here.”

Jonathan understood. He didn’t like to see Wally in so much pain, but he knew it was his own fault. What he had done was reprehensible.

Stuart Thompson came downstairs and told them he was taking Bess for a walk to see how her hoof was, and that Uri could go with them. He still felt a bit weak, so he thought the walk would do him good.

“Don’t pick any wild plums while you’re out,” Jonathan said smirking, only to see Stuart turn a little off colour.

He ignored Jonathan’s remark and addressed Arabella.

“I won’t be long, and I just had a word with Wally to make sure he doesn’t bother you.”

Arabella beamed.

“Thank you, Stuart, that is so nice of you.”

Stuart headed out the door and Arabella set to work with a smile on her face.

Jonathan was suddenly glad that he hadn’t declared his feeling for her. He might have felt like a complete fool if – in the end – it was Stuart Thompson who held her interest.

A short time later Jonathan and Arabella were working in the kitchen when Rita came in. She collected the tea and toast that Jonathan had made for Wally, barely acknowledging Arabella before she took it upstairs. Arabella always shuddered in her presence. As far as she was concerned, Rita was a scary person.

A few minutes later Jonathan and Arabella heard raised, angry voices upstairs and then Rita came down again and left, seemingly in a huff.

“I can’t see this arrangement working out,” Arabella said to Jonathan after Rita slammed the back screen door on her way out.

“Why not?” Jonathan asked.

“Apart from the fact that Rita is more likely to beat someone to a pulp than nurse them, she has a bit of a drinking problem. I’m afraid she’ll get drunk every day instead of looking after Wally.”

“I don’t think that will happen,” Jonathan said. “Maggie would have warned her to keep her mind on the job, for your sake.”

“Rita may have promised Maggie she’d behave, but even in the short time I’ve been here I’ve noticed that alcohol is her weakness and the men know it,” Arabella said. “They get her drunk so that they can take advantage of Lily, Missy, or one of the other young aboriginal women. That upsets Rita. I just hope she doesn’t start fighting.”

Jonathan had noticed Rita’s problem, too, but he was feeling optimistic that she’d behave herself because she usually did when Terry was in town.

Arabella and Jonathan were preparing dough for the oven, when Rita returned. She said she had come to change Wally’s bandages.

“The missus said I have to do it every day,” she told Arabella and Jonathan. She didn’t look too pleased about it, but Jonathan and Arabella could see she wanted to keep her promise to Maggie and they admired her for that. Arabella gave her a bowl of warm water, a towel, and more of the clean bandages that Maggie had left, and Rita went upstairs. Arabella remembered that Maggie had told her she had shown Rita how to dress Wally’s wound after she’d stitched his leg. She hoped he was co-operative, because she didn’t know what Rita might do if he wasn’t.

“We might need some more wood for the oven,” Jonathan said, as he stoked the fire box. “I’ll go and chop some.” He and Arabella had been so busy doing all the chores in the pub that morning that the time had just flown by.

Jonathan had only been outside a few minutes when Arabella again heard voices raised in anger. Rita was having a full blown argument with Wally. She froze, and listened, trying to over hear what they were arguing about. Then Jonathan came into the kitchen.

“What’s all the shouting about?” he asked. He’d been able to hear it down at the wood pile.

Arabella had gone white. She was really frightened of what would happen if either Wally or Rita lost their temper.

“I don’t … know,” she stammered, beginning to shake. They heard a door slam and then Rita’s heavy footsteps coming down the stairs. She was still shouting in her tribal language. She looked intimidating at the best of times, but her eyes were bulging and her expression was murderous, so she looked downright terrifying.

Jonathan didn’t know what to do, and Arabella moved to stand half behind him in fear. Throwing her arms in the air, and cussing, Rita went straight past them and out the back door.

Jonathan and Arabella glanced at each other, lost for words. They couldn’t imagine what had brought on such a violent argument. A few moments later they heard an almighty crash outside, and ran to the back door. Rita was about twenty feet away. She was staring up at one of the upstairs windows at the back of the hotel with an expression of disbelief on her face. A smashed chamber pot had landed on the out house roof, its contents spilling over the side. Rita could see Wally at the rear window. Whether he had thrown the chamber pot at her, or the outhouse, no-one could be sure. But Rita assumed the worst. The rooms at the back of the hotel had no balcony, and it was probably just as well if the look on her face was anything to go by. It wouldn’t be hard to imagine her scaling the posts and throttling the life out of Wally. As it was, just to be on the safe side, Jonathan closed the back door and turned the lock.

“What are you doing?” Arabella asked him.

“Probably saving Wally’s life,” he said.

They both went to the window to see what Rita was going to do. She was so enraged that she looked about to physically explode. She suddenly burst into screaming an obscenity at Wally, and then took off.

Arabella heard Jonathan let out a sigh of relief and realized he’d been expecting far worse. Thinking it was safe to go outside, they unlocked the back door and cautiously stepped out to see what damage the chamber pot had done to the outhouse roof. They were inspecting it when they got the shock of their lives. Rita appeared again and she yelled at them, waving her fist.

“I’m not coming back to look after that dirty white fella,” she ranted. She looked up at the window, where Wally was watching her. “Jacko can lose his bloody self out there,” she added, wildly gesticulating towards the surrounding desert.

“And so can you,” Wally shouted down, before slamming the window shut.

Rita let out a barrage of foul language and then marched off again.

“Oh, dear,” Arabella said, watching her go. “This can’t be happening.” Maggie and Tony had only been gone a few hours.

“She’ll cool down, Arabella,” Jonathan said. “Meanwhile I’ll go up to Wally’s room and see what brought this on.”

A few minutes later, Jonathan came down to tell Arabella what had happened.

“Wally wanted Rita to empty his chamber pot, and she refused,” he said.

“I don’t blame her,” Arabella said, wrinkling her nose at the thought.

“He can’t walk very well to get down to the outhouse,” Jonathan said.

Arabella hoped Jonathan wasn’t suggesting she empty the chamber pot.

“I hope Rita comes back, because I’m not waiting on him,” she said.

“I’ll take him up another cup of tea,” Jonathan said, thinking he’d have to empty the pot until Wally could walk.

“Les and Ted are Wally’s mates, so maybe we can get them to come and look after him,” Arabella suggested.

“I honestly don’t know whether they’d want to do it,” Jonathan said.

“Then he’s stuck with Rita, if she comes back.”

When Jonathan returned from Wally’s room once again he told Arabella that Wally didn’t want Rita in his room at all. Stuart had just come back from his walk, and Jonathan explained what had happened.

Arabella became furious that Wally thought he could dictate terms.

“I think he needs reminding that he should be in custody,” she snapped crossly. “I don’t know who he thinks he is, giving orders.” She was so angry that she completely forgot her fear of him and marched up to his room. Stuart followed her.

“Listen,” she said after bursting into Wally’s room. “Maggie left Rita to look after you, and that’s more than you deserve.”

Stuart stood in the doorway.

“I don’t want her looking after me,” Wally said sullenly. “She won’t do what I want her to do, so what bloody use is she?”

Arabella could see he was sweating profusely. Obviously he was in a great deal of pain. Still, his suffering didn’t soften her heart.

“Then go and spend your time in the jail, because that’s where you belong,” she scolded.

Wally went to say something in his defense, but changed his mind. Not only did he know it would be a waste of time, but seeing Arabella reminded him of what she’d done to him. He groaned in pain and turned his head towards the window.

Arabella half expected him to make an excuse for what he’d done, or attempt to apologize; not that she would have forgiven him, but she already knew he was very stubborn and there was no excuse for his criminal behaviour. She noticed the tin bowl that had contained the water to wash his wound was upturned on the floor and his shirt was wet. She had thought it was perspiration, but now suspected that Rita had thrown the bowl of water at him. She also noticed a red stain on the bandage on his leg. She didn’t know much about wounds, but common sense told her it would become infected if the bandage wasn’t changed.

“You’ll have to change your bandage on your own if you won’t let Rita do it,” she said.

Wally glanced at it, and then turned back to the window, as if he didn’t care.

“If it goes gangrene, you’ll lose your leg,” Arabella added. Her mother had once told her about an old friend’s leg that had gone gangrene, and she’d never forgotten it. The doctors had kept chopping bits off, until eventually he died.

“At least the pain would stop,” Wally said, screwing his face up and squeezing his leg below the wound. “I don’t know how much more of this I can take,” he said breathlessly.

“Then what were you doing at the window, hurling chamber pots and abusing Rita?”

“It didn’t smell the best so I had to get rid of it somehow,” he replied.

Arabella could see, despite his efforts to appear otherwise, he was embarrassed to be in the position of having to use a chamber pot, and she didn’t blame him for that.

She sighed in frustration. She wanted to just turn and leave the room, but she kept thinking about Maggie. She knew Maggie would have put her personal feelings aside and helped anyone who needed it. She was that kind of woman. Even though Arabella was furious with Wally, she aspired to be like Maggie. But looking at Wally reminded her of what he had done, and anger surged through her again. One thing was sure; her anger wouldn’t go away any time soon. She also knew his suffering was making him ill tempered, but it was all of his own doing.

She turned to Stuart.

“That bandage should be changed,” she whispered.

“I’ll do it if you want me to,” he said.

“No, I’ll do it,” she whispered. “But please stay close.”

“I will,” Stuart promised.

She turned back to Wally.

“Let me look at your wound,” she said impatiently, stepping forward. She reminded herself that she was doing it for Maggie.

Wally flopped back on the pillow and put one arm above his head. As Arabella cautiously neared him, half expecting him to object, she could see his face and neck were wet with perspiration and he looked about to pass out again. Knowing he was too weak to hurt her bolstered her courage, so she carefully undid the bandage around his wound. Maggie had done a fair job with the stitching, but a small amount of blood was still seeping out and the wound looked sticky. She was not to know that Maggie had talked with Rita about the risk of infection, or that Rita had assured her she had remedies that would combat any problem.

Neither spoke while Arabella gently cleaned Wally’s wound and then applied the fresh bandages. As she tidied up to leave the room, Wally said, “Thank you.” He spoke so quietly that she barely heard him.

When Arabella glanced at him she couldn’t tell whether he had said it begrudgingly, or whether he really meant it and was just embarrassed.

“I did it for Maggie,” she said, and left the room. Stuart closed the door behind them.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“Yes. Maggie would have helped him, so I didn’t want to let her down.”

“You’re a kind person,” Stuart said.

“I couldn’t have done it without you there. Thank you.”

“There’s no need to thank me. As I said before, I love playing the gallant hero.” He smiled and his blue eyes twinkled.

“And you do it so well,” Arabella said flirtatiously. She surprised herself because she’d never had that much to do with boys, let alone handsome men.

As they walked towards the stairs laughing, Jonathan went back into the kitchen. He’d been standing at the bottom of the stairs so he heard their exchange. He couldn’t help feeling jealous. As far as he was concerned, a drifter like Stuart wasn’t good enough for Arabella and he was going to have to tell her, for her own good.

Terry came in the back door.

“Everything all right here?”

Jonathan didn’t get a chance to reply before Stuart and Arabella entered the kitchen.

“Good morning,” Terry said. “How is Wally?”

“Haven’t you heard?” Arabella said, glancing at Jonathan.

“I was just about to tell Terry that Wally is not getting along with Rita,” Jonathan said.

“Did you happen to see the dent in the outhouse roof?” Arabella asked.

Terry frowned. “Dent?”

“Yes, courtesy of Wally’s chamber pot. I’m not sure whether he was aiming for the outhouse, or Rita.”

Terry’s eyes widened.

“I’ll go up and talk to him,” he said sternly. “Don’t worry; he won’t be giving you any more trouble. If he even thinks about it, he’ll be put in the lockup.”

“That’s where he should be now,” Arabella said. “Rita could care for him there.”

“But I might have to go away at a moment’s notice,” Terry said. “Don’t worry, Arabella. With Stuart Thompson here, and Jonathan, you’ll be quite safe, especially with the condition Wally’s in.”

After he’d gone, Jonathan asked about Wally’s leg.

“I’m a bit worried about it,” Arabella admitted. “It looks like it might become infected.”

“Did Maggie anticipate that happening?”

“She said Rita has an aboriginal remedy for infection, but I doubt Wally is going to go for that idea.”

“Doesn’t he realize he could die?” Jonathan said.

Arabella hadn’t thought about that happening. “I told him he could lose his leg, but he’s in so much pain that he said losing his leg would be a relief.”

“He can’t be thinking straight,” Jonathan said. “When Terry has gone, I’ll take him another chamber pot and I’ll try and talk some sense into him.”

Later that afternoon, Arabella heard strange voices in the bar. Jonathan was serving in there, but she was confused about the other voices. She was about to go through and see who Jonathan was talking to, when he came through to the kitchen.

“Did I hear strange voices in the bar?” Arabella asked him. She didn’t like the look on his face.

“Yes.” He hesitated for a moment. “A mob of shearers have lobbed.”

“Shearers! How many?”

“Ten.”

“They can’t stay here,” Arabella said, panicking. Even from the kitchen they sounded like a rowdy lot. “You haven’t left them alone in the bar, have you?”

“No, Stuart is serving them. They want to stay overnight, Arabella. They’ve come all the way from Port Augusta, so I can’t turn them away. They’re on their way up the Birdsville Track to south west Queensland, so this will be their last decent stop for quite some time.”

“They’ll want dinner and we haven’t got that much meat in the store.”

“I think there’s enough, but don’t worry, we’ll feed them somehow.”

“Don’t worry! This is a nightmare come true for me, Jonathan.”

“I know, Arabella, but Maggie and Tony could probably do with the money to help with the running expenses for the month, so I think we should do the best we can for them.”

Arabella hadn’t thought of that.

“You’re right,” she said. “I’m just thinking of myself. But I’m afraid if I make a disaster of their stay here, rumours will go around and ruin the solid reputation of the Great Northern Hotel.”

“Maggie must have had faith in you, Arabella, or she wouldn’t have asked you to look after things.”

Somehow, knowing that, made Arabella feel worse.

While Jonathan cut up chops, Arabella peeled potatoes and carrots. As usual, it took her a long time, and she kept thinking of how efficient Maggie was, and it made her nervous and bumbling. She could hear the shearers in the bar, and they seemed to be getting rowdier and rowdier, and that made her more anxious. When the chops were ready, Jonathan put them on the grill and began slicing loaves of bread.

“I don’t think we’ve got enough vegetables,” Arabella said anxiously.

“There’s not much more in the vegetable garden,” Jonathan said. “So we’ll have to make do.”

“If they eat all this food we’ll have nothing left for us to eat,” Arabella said. They had cleaned out their meat stores, which should have been rationed for the next week. Tony had been supposed to kill a sheep after his return. Until then they had expected their meat stores to last.

“We’ll find something,” Jonathan said. “Don’t worry, we’ll charge them a pretty penny for their stay here.”

Arabella couldn’t see the good of that when there was no-where to buy food. No one knew when they train would bring new supplies and being short of money Tony had not ordered much before, so only very few supplies had come on the train with which Arabella had arrived. Arabella also remembered that Maggie and Tony had mentioned that they had lost supplies like flour due to weevils, but she didn’t say anything.

Arabella’s anxiety began to grow, and it started to affect Jonathan, so he sent her through to the dining room to play the piano.

“Stuart can hardly keep up with serving the shearers drinks,” he said. “So maybe if you play the piano they’ll slow down.” Stuart was actually worried that the shearers would not only get roaring drunk and start trouble, but drink the pub dry.

“All right,” Arabella said. She was glad to get out of the kitchen because she knew she was making Jonathan feel on edge. She tidied her hair and removed the apron she’d been wearing and then went through to the dining room. As she passed the shearers in the bar, they whistled and made remarks she would have rather not heard. She dropped her head and hurried on, but caught a glimpse of Rita, Lily and Missy out on the veranda. She prayed Rita didn’t start any fights.

The more the shearers drank, the louder they became, and Arabella’s music didn’t seem to make any difference. A couple of the men wanted to listen as Dave Brewer from the Transcontinental had mentioned ‘the pianist’ in Marree, so they began arguing with other men that were too drunk to appreciate the piano music. Arabella was sure they’d soon start fighting and smash the hotel up. One rather large, grotesque man began badgering her to play certain songs that he wanted to sing along to. They were not classical pieces, but rag-time tunes popular in war-time. She might have accommodated his taste, and indeed wanted to, to keep the peace, but he was being very rude about it. When he started becoming abusive, Arabella stood up to leave the piano. He was standing alongside her and blocked her way.

“Excuse me,” she said, “I have to help in the kitchen to prepare dinner.”

“Not so fast,” the shearer said. Putting one sweaty hand on her shoulder, he pushed her down forcefully. Arabella was shaking, and tears filled her eyes.

“Let me go,” she pleaded. She wanted to cry out for Jonathan or Stuart, but did not want to make a scene in case a fight broke out.

“Play some more music,” the shearer sneered.

“I … can’t,” Arabella said. The way he was looking at her was practically paralyzing her with fear. She just wanted to escape.

“Leave her alone, Wilson,” another shearer said.

“No, I want her to play By the Wayside,” Wilson said.

“I don’t know that tune,” Arabella objected. “Please, I must go now.”

“Not until you play some more,” he growled.

Arabella looked for Stuart, but from where the piano was positioned in the dining room, she couldn’t see him behind the bar.

Suddenly the shearer’s expression changed from aggressive to disbelieving. Arabella saw black fingers curl over his shoulder in a steely grip. Despite his size, he was almost hoisted off the ground by Rita and physically dragged outside and thrown in the dust.

Rather than come to his defense, the men in the bar cheered with excitement. Much to Arabella’s amazement, they seemed to find their mate’s predicament humorous.

Wilson was in total shock about being attacked by a woman, but scrambled to his feet. Seeing his mates laughing at him, humiliated him, and he roared in anger. He’d been the loud mouth of the group, the self-appointed leader, so the others stood back and watched as he tried to take a swing at Rita. Being very drunk, he was un-coordinated and slow. Wilson wasn’t a small man, but his arms weren’t nearly as big a Rita’s. She stepped back to avoid the swing of his fist, and then effortlessly landed him with an upper cut to the jaw, that took him clean off his feet. He fell back to the ground with a sickening thud, and didn’t get up.

There were gasps of awe from the other shearers. When Rita turned on them, they backed away and headed to the bar like quiet sheep. After watching from the window to see that Rita was all right, Arabella made her escape to the kitchen, where Jonathan was serving up plates of food.

“Can you take these plates out to the dining room?” he asked her before she had a chance to tell him what had happened. He was so pre-occupied with serving up the food as quickly as he could that he didn’t even notice what a state she was in.

Without a word, Arabella did as she was asked. Jonathan had gone to so much trouble and done such a good job, that she couldn’t let him down, even though she felt like running to the sanctuary of her room. She made several trips, putting the meals out, and when that was done, she took the opportunity to go upstairs for a few moments, to compose herself in private.

Once inside her room, Arabella locked the door and took a deep breath to calm herself. She was still shaking. She went out onto the balcony, noticing the wind had picked up. Dust was blowing around, so she turned to go back inside, and suddenly heard a bang. She jumped with fright. She looked along the balcony, but there was nobody to be seen. Then she noticed the balcony door to Maggie and Tony’s room had come open. She went along to close it and noticed papers strewn over their bedroom floor. She realized the wind had blown them off Tony’s desk, which was in the corner of the room. She went in and collected the papers to put them back on the desk. She knew the door had a faulty catch, because Maggie had often complained about it, so she decided to put them in the drawer just in case the door came open again. Opening the drawer she noticed a book on top of papers, so she lifted the book to put the papers in her hand beneath it. She happened to glance at the paper that had been hidden by the book. It was a balance sheet. When she saw the figures in red, she gasped. It was very clear that the hotel was in a lot of debt.

Arabella gasped. Now she understood why Tony had often been pre-occupied and anxious. He was worried about their finances. Arabella was sure that Maggie did not know the full extent of their troubles. Picking up a letter from the bank, she sat down on the bed.

“Poor Tony,” she whispered as she read it. He’d obviously been shouldering the burden of their circumstances all by himself.

Sometime later Arabella crept down the stairs cautiously. She could hear Stuart calling last drinks, so she knew the men would soon retire. Or at least, she hoped they would. It wasn’t very late, but after such a long journey and a skin full of grog, they had to be tired. Desperate to avoid seeing any of them, she made a dash for the kitchen, but Jonathan wasn’t there, so she began washing the dishes. Lily and Missy appeared at the back door and asked if they could help. Remembering Maggie had said the girls always needed money, she said they could if they weren’t drunk and agreed to work for a shilling each.

“We’re not drunk, missus,” Lily said, so Arabella allowed them to start. All the while she kept thinking about Maggie and Tony’s predicament. The letter from the bank had said that if Tony didn’t pay five hundred pounds by the end of the November – and that was twenty days away –, the hotel was going to be re-possessed. She felt devastated for the McMahons. She knew how much they loved their life in Marree and how much losing the pub was going to hurt them. It would be more than a blow for Maggie with her heart condition. Arabella feared this excitement could endanger her life. That must be the reason why Tony has concealed their financial misery from his wife, she realized.

Arabella waited in the kitchen until all the shearers had gone to bed, and then she went through to the bar. Stuart and Jonathan were cleaning up. Jonathan was wiping down the tables, while Stuart collected the dirty glasses.

“Are you all right?” Stuart asked.

“Yes, I’m fine,” she assured him. “How about you?” She knew he must be exhausted serving drinks by himself all night.

“Tired,” he said before he took the glasses through to the kitchen for Lily and Missy to wash.

“I have to tell you something, Jonathan,” she said.

He could see how worried she was.

“What is it?”

Arabella caught sight of Rita outside.

“I … I’ll be back in a minute,” she said. “I have to talk to Rita first.” She turned to leave the bar.

“Stuart just told me that Rita threw one of the shearers out of the dining room. I hope he wasn’t harassing you,” Jonathan called after her.

“Rita took care of him,” Arabella replied. “Excuse me.”

She went outside, to where Rita was sitting on the edge of the veranda by herself. Hesitating for only a moment, Arabella sat down beside her, which seemed to startle Rita, who had her feet in the dust.

“Where’s Wilson?” Arabella asked. She couldn’t see him anywhere.

“One of his mates threw a bucket of water over him, then took him upstairs,” Rita said. She kept her gaze in front of her, avoiding eye contact with Arabella. There was an uneasy tension between them.

“I want to thank you for what you did for me, Rita,” Arabella said. Just being so near to Rita was scary, but she tried to be brave.

“To be honest, I don’t know what would have happened if you hadn’t come to my rescue. I don’t even want to think about it.”

Rita just moved her head slightly in a gesture that said it was no big deal, but she didn’t say a word.

“I won’t forget it,” Arabella said, and she meant it sincerely. Even though Rita scared her, she knew none of the men could have handled Wilson like she did. “If ever there is anything I can do for you, you only have to ask.”

Rita looked at her strangely, and Arabella knew what she was thinking. What could she possibly do for her? She couldn’t help smiling.

“I know I’m not strong like you, Rita,” she said, “but perhaps there is something I can do for you. I don’t know what it might be, but I want you to know how much I feel indebted to you.”

Rita seemed to be thinking about something.

“I’d like to learn how to make music like you,” she said awkwardly.

Arabella blinked in amazement.

Rita had looked excited by the idea but then her expression became hard again, as if she thought the idea must sound ridiculous.

“Are you saying you want to learn to play the piano?” Arabella asked.

Rita’s lips pressed together and she looked away.

“I’d be happy to show you,” Arabella said, glancing at her big, meaty hands, with bruised knuckles. Her calloused, fat fingers certainly weren’t piano fingers, but then she wasn’t imagining she could be a concert pianist. “I can show you the basics right now if you like.”

Rita’s eyes widened, and for the first time Arabella saw a touch of vulnerability.

“All right,” she said. “As long as no-one else sees what we’re doing. I don’t want no-one makin’ fun of me, or I’ll have to belt ‘em.”

Arabella felt a moment of alarm.

“I’ll shut the dining room door if you like.”

Rita nodded and jumped to her feet, signaling she agreed, so Arabella followed her inside. She glanced over to where Jonathan was standing behind the bar. He looked confused that she was following Rita into the dining room. Arabella couldn’t explain, so she shrugged and closed the door behind them.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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Arabella was awoken by the sound of laughter. She glanced at the clock beside her bed and gasped when she saw how late it was. When she heard laughter again, she went out onto the balcony, to the far corner, where she peered around the side of the hotel. Off in the distance she could see the shearers saddling their horses at the stables. Two Afghans had fed, watered and rubbed them down, but the shearers were pointing and laughing at Uri. It was silly, but Arabella felt indignantly hurt for the young camel.

Arabella watched as the shearers rode out. She wasn’t sorry to see them go, especially Wilson. His head was hanging and he seemed to be in a quiet, introverted mood, a contrast to the loud-mouthed, boisterous brute he’d been the night before. After watching them fade into the distance, she quickly dressed and went downstairs.

“I’m sorry I slept in,” Arabella said to Jonathan in the kitchen. He was preparing toast to take it to the dining room where Stuart and Ted Wallace were having breakfast. Ted had told Tony he’d muck out the stables and help out in the bar in his absence – he thought it was best to stay in more honest company now.

“Why didn’t you wake me this morning?” Arabella asked Jonathan.

“I thought you’d rather not see the shearers,” Jonathan said.

Arabella thought he looked tired.

“I heard them laughing at Uri. That’s what woke me.”

“Paddy gave Uri a bottle of milk while the shearers were saddling up, and they were amused that Uri thought he was suckling the mare,” Ted said.

Arabella had to concede it was a funny sight.

Jonathan noted the dark circles around her eyes.

“It’s not like you to sleep in these days,” he said. “Did you have trouble getting off to sleep last night?” The shearers had begun snoring as soon as their heads touched their pillows and it had kept him awake for some time.

“Yes, it took me ages,” Arabella replied. She didn’t admit that once she had fallen asleep, the nightmares had begun. One nightmare included Maggie having a fatal heart attack after learning the hotel was to be repossessed.

“Were you worried that the shearers would bother you?” Just to be sure they didn’t, Jonathan had stayed awake watching her door for quite some time, but Arabella wasn’t to know that. She also didn’t know that Stuart got up several times during the night to check everything was all right. Jonathan heard him, though.

“No,” she said. She’d made sure her door was securely locked. “I had something else on my mind.” She then followed Jonathan to the dining room.

Jonathan poured her a cup of tea, while Arabella considered whether to talk about what was bothering her. Finally, she decided she couldn’t keep it to herself.

“Yesterday, Maggie and Tony’s balcony door came open in the wind. When I went to shut it, I noticed Tony’s papers had blown all over the floor. I picked them up and couldn’t help noticing one was a balance sheet. The hotel is in terrible debt. What’s more, Tony has until the last week of December to make a large payment, or the hotel will be repossessed by the bank.”

Jonathan, Stuart and Ted looked shocked.

“It must be hard to make ends meet out here,” Stuart said. 

“Especially with the train not coming through,” Ted added. He was one of the lucky ones. He was employed by the government, so he got paid whether the train came through or not. “Not many people stopped off here, but I hadn’t any idea that things were that bad. Tony always gave us the impression he was able to pay the bills.”

“I’m sure Maggie doesn’t know about this. It will break her heart,” Arabella said.

“I don’t know that there’s anything we can do,” Jonathan said.

“No,” Arabella said. She’d thought about it all night, but hadn’t come up with anything. “Maybe Tony has some ideas,” she said. “Perhaps that’s another reason he wants Maggie out of the way.”

“Either that or he doesn’t want her here when the hotel is repossessed.”

“Poor Maggie,” Arabella said. “It will break her heart to lose this place.” She thought about her nightmare. It’s quite likely losing the pub would put an extra strain on her heart, and that’s why Tony wanted her to have the support of her sister.

“We can’t say anything to Tony about this when he gets back,” Arabella said. “I don’t want him to think I have been snooping and he wouldn’t like us discussing his personal business.”

They all agreed.

“I wish we could do something to raise money for him, though,” Jonathan said. “Let’s think about it. Maybe if we put our heads together we could come up with something.” He got up to take a tray up to Wally. “Well I guess I should serve our ‘guest’ now,” he grimaced.

“Wally’s wound doesn’t smell too good this morning,” he said when he came down again. “He’s also still in a great deal of pain.”

“We’re going to have to ask Rita for her help,” Arabella said.

Jonathan agreed.

“Wally will have no choice but to agree, if she will help him. By the way, there was a rather unpleasant sound coming out of the dining room last night. What was that all about?”

Arabella smiled.

“Rita wants to learn how to play the piano, so I was showing her the basic scales,” she said.

“Rita … wants to play the piano?” Jonathan said incredulously.

“She’d be more suited to the didgeridoo,” Ted said. “She’s certainly got the wind for it.”

Arabella smiled again.

“It’s the piano she wants to play, so I agreed to teach her.” Arabella didn’t mention that she was indebted to Rita for her help with Wilson. “Unfortunately, she’s very heavy handed. If I can just get her to lighten her touch, we might get somewhere.”

“Heavy handed is an understatement,” Jonathan said. “I thought a wild buffalo was running up and down the keyboard. It was an awful din.”

“Softly is not a word that Rita understands yet, but I’m hoping to change that. For now, we have another more pressing problem,” Arabella said. “We are just about out of food.”

“We made good money off the shearers last night,” Jonathan said. “Maybe we could buy a sheep from Lizard Creek Station. That would keep us going for awhile.”

“Who’s going to kill it?” Arabella asked, crinkling her nose at the thought.

“Not me,” Ted said.

“Don’t look at me,” Stuart added. “I couldn’t do something like that.”

Jonathan shook his head. He knew he couldn’t do it either, but even if he could, Tony and Wally were the only one’s in town who knew how to skin and dress a sheep for the table.

“So what are we going to do?” Arabella asked. “We have to eat something. We have plenty of flour and the hens lay everyday, but everything else in the store is running really low.”

“I don’t recommend bush tucker,” Stuart said, grimacing as he recalled his recent ordeal.

“But I could kill one of Maggie’s hens,” Stuart said. “It would be nice roasted on a spit.”

“Don’t you dare,” Arabella said. “Maggie loves her eggs. If you kill one of her layers, she’ll have your head spit roasted.” They’d been having the eggs for lunch everyday. At least that was one thing they could count on.

“Perhaps Jimmy could scout us up some bush game. I heard wombat is quite good, and I’ve tried kangaroo,” Jonathan said. “It’s a strong flavoured meat, but when the aborigines use some bush spices on it, it’s not bad at all.”

“I’m not sure I like the sound of that,” Arabella said.

“Kangaroo tail soup is not bad either,” Jonathan added.

Arabella sighed.

“Maybe we could try it until Tony gets back,” she said. “But I’m not eating snakes or grubs.”

Arabella, it was decided, was the best candidate to approach Rita about a pain and infection remedy for Wally. Jonathan and Ted were going to speak to Wally. Between the two of them they hoped to convince him he had to accept the remedy. They were all nervous about the outcome.

Arabella approached the aboriginal camp, where Rita and some women were sitting in the shade near their humpies. They had just come back from finding some of their bush tucker; red berries, large grubs and a type of prickly fruit. Arabella was pleased because the food gave her an opening. Jimmy and Ruby were also close enough to overhear what she was going to say.

“Hello, Rita,” Arabella said.

“What you doin’ here, missus?”

Arabella thought it was just like no-nonsense Rita to get straight to the point.

“We’ve run out of food at the hotel. The shearers cleaned us out yesterday, and we were hoping you might be able to help us out by catching some bush game.”

“Bush game?,” Rita repeated, bewildered by the description.

“Yes. Kangaroo or maybe emu. I’m not brave enough to try snake or grubs.” Arabella blushed at the look of confusion on the aboriginal women’s faces.

“I’ll get you a roo, missus,” Jimmy called. Arabella was not to know that the men usually did the hunting, while the women did the gathering of berries, fruits, yams and grubs.

“Would you, Jimmy? We’d be very grateful,” Arabella said.

“Sure, missus. I can’t hunt now, but later, when the sun goes down a bit.”

“Thank you, Jimmy.”

“Why don’t you get a sheep from a station, missus?” Rita asked.

“None of the men want to kill it, but even if they did, they don’t know how to skin a sheep or cut it up like Tony did.”

Finding this amusing, the women chuckled.

Jimmy laughed, too.

“I remember Wally Jackson calling Tony when he had a snake in his house. He had a gun with one bullet it in. He always said he kept it for snakes, but when the time came to shoot one, he couldn’t do it.” He shook his head, laughing at the memory.

Arabella’s heart was racing at the mentioning of Wally’s gun. Terry had told her that Wally only kept one bullet in his gun for snakes, but she hadn’t really believed him. It seemed Jimmy was corroborating his story. Unfortunately, she couldn’t consider the possibility that Wally had been more a fool than a criminal, which is what Maggie thought. Maggie didn’t know the whole story about how he’d been frightening her before he took her hostage. He could have used that one bullet to kill her. Nevertheless, she didn’t want him to lose his leg or die, even if he deserved it.

“Apparently Wally could skin a sheep, but he’s still in so much pain,” Arabella said, taking the conversation in the direction she wanted it to go. “Actually Rita, I’m here to ask a favour.”

Rita regarded Arabella with dark, expressionless eyes.

“Wally’s leg appears to be turning septic. Could you make something to fight the infection? And could you also prepare something to help with his pain? I’d really …”

“I’m not doing anything for that no good white-fella,” Rita said crossly.

Arabella felt her legs go weak. She’d been afraid Rita would become angry.

“I know he doesn’t deserve it, Rita, but if we don’t do something, he’ll die.”

“He tried to kill me, so he can bloody die,” Rita shouted. She got to her feet, and Arabella took an instinctive step backwards, but Rita walked away.

Arabella headed back to the hotel. She could have asked the other women for their help, but they’d bowed their heads after Rita had gone, concentrating on what they were doing, so she knew they wouldn’t go against her. They were obviously afraid of her – like everyone else.

At the hotel, Jonathan said that it had taken a lot of convincing to get Wally to agree to use an aboriginal remedy, despite his obvious pain, but he’d finally relented.

“At this point, he knows he’s in trouble,” Jonathan said. “I just wish he hadn’t upset Rita and agreed to use something earlier. I have a feeling it’s too late now.”

“Do you really think Wally will lose his leg?” Arabella asked.

“He may lose his life,” Jonathan said. “He’s really not a well man.” Jonathan could see by Arabella’s worried expression that she was the bearer of bad news. “Rita refused to help him, didn’t she?”

Arabella nodded.

“I could ask her again, perhaps when I give her another piano lesson.”

“Could someone else help?” Jonathan knew the more time passed, the less chance Wally had.

“I couldn’t ask the women. They wouldn’t go against Rita. Jimmy agreed to hunt some wild game for us, though. Maybe we could take him aside and ask him to help. Rita wouldn’t have to know.”

Ted was nearby and overheard.

“Rita is the only aboriginal in town with extensive healing knowledge. Most aboriginals know something, but her knowledge is far greater. She’s really the only one who could help Wally now.”

“Then I’m going to have to convince her to help him. Perhaps she’d be willing if he apologized,” Arabella said. She didn’t believe Wally would apologize, as he even hadn’t accepted her apology, but if his life was in jeopardy he might consider it.

Jonathan snorted softly.

“It’ll snow in Marree before that happens.”

“I’m going to talk to him,” Arabella said. If she did all she could and then he died, at least Maggie would understand. “Will you come upstairs with me, Jonathan? I’d feel better if I knew you were outside the door.”

“Of course.” Jonathan was only too pleased to take Stuart’s role of ‘gallant hero’.

The door to Wally’s room was open and so was his window, but the curtains weren’t stirring because the air was stifling and still. Upstairs it was hotter than it was downstairs because of the iron roof. It wasn’t until evening that the bedrooms cooled down, when sometimes there was a breeze. Wally looked terrible and flies were buzzing around him like he was already a carcass. Arabella had come up with clean bandages and a bowl of warm, salty water. She could see a dark stain on the bandage that she’d put on the previous day, which wasn’t a good sign.

At the door, Arabella cleared her throat and he turned his head. What Jimmy had said went through her mind again. If Wally couldn’t shoot a snake, then could he have shot her, or Goolim? She hadn’t doubted it at the time.

“I’m here to change your bandages again,” she said.

Wally didn’t say anything, so she began removing the old bandage. The smell was terrible.

“I wish you had agreed to use an aboriginal remedy for the infection earlier,” Arabella said.

Wally didn’t say a word, which made her angry.

“Rita won’t make one now because she believes you tried to kill her with the chamber pot.” Arabella bathed his wound in the salty water as she spoke.

“That’s ridiculous. Besides, it’s too late now,” Wally said weakly. He was looking at his wound. It was clear the infection was spreading so he knew his time was running out.

“It might not be … if you apologize to Rita.”

“You can’t be serious,” Wally hissed.

“I’m deadly serious. You must know your life depends on it.”

“What do you care? You’d probably be happy if I died.”

“After all you’ve done to me, do you blame me?”

Wally turned away. He’d never forgive her for making him look small in front of his mates, no matter what she did.

“I wasn’t aiming for Rita when I threw the chamber pot out of the window,” he said. “God knows she’s a big enough target, so I wouldn’t have missed her.”

“She doesn’t know that. You’ll have to tell her.”

“I’ll tell her, but I won’t apologize,” he said. “She’s got the temper of an angry brown snake, and she was supposed to be looking after me. I asked her to do one thing, and she threw a bowl of water at me.”

“The way you treat people is abominable. I don’t blame Rita one bit for throwing a bowl of water at you. It’s exactly what you deserve.” Arabella turned and left the room. She hurried past Jonathan, who’d heard the exchange between them. Instead of following her, he entered the room, intent on finishing dressing Wally’s wound.

“You know how to make enemies, Wally,” he said.

“I don’t care,” Wally said sullenly. “Who needs those women anyway?”

“You do,” Jonathan said.

Wally looked at him, stunned.

“Without Rita’s help, you going to die, and it will be a slow and very painful death. If I was you, I’d swallow my pride and ask for Rita’s help.”

Wally was sure it would please Arabella if he died, so he considered what Jonathan said, just to get back at her.

In the late afternoon, Jimmy came to the back door dragging a dead kangaroo. Arabella would rather not have seen it, but Jimmy was oblivious to her discomfort.

“Do you know how to make a remedy for infection?” Arabella asked him.

“Not really, missus, but Rita does.”

“I know, but she refused and Wally Jackson is going to die if he doesn’t get help.”

Jimmy shrugged.

“I’ll make a fire to cook this up,” he said, lifting the tail of the dead kangaroo. “Is it all right if I take some wood from the wood pile, missus?”

“I don’t see why not,” Arabella said. She went back into the kitchen, wondering if she could refuse to give Rita piano lessons unless she helped Wally, but she knew she couldn’t. Rita had saved her from a fate she’d rather not think about, and she’d promised to return the favour.

Arabella was still thinking about Wally, when Rita, Lily and Missy appeared at the back door with some wild yams to be cooked with the kangaroo.

“Could you put some bush spices on the meat?” Arabella asked them. “Jonathan said it makes it real nice.”

Lily unfurled a cloth in her hand that contained some seed pods.

“This will make it nice, missus,” she said.

“I hope you’ll join us for dinner, with your children of course,” Arabella said.

“Sure missus,” Missy said, smiling happily. She was pleased Arabella had asked, but what the white missus didn’t know was that all meals were shared. Everyone in the group brought something to be cooked, and then it was shared.

Arabella suddenly had an idea. She looked at Rita.

“If you make up something for Wally’s infection, I’ll see that Jonathan gives you some free drinks tonight.” She didn’t like to encourage Rita’s drinking, but she couldn’t think of any other way to help Wally.

Rita’s eyes narrowed as she thought about the proposition. Lily and Missy remained quiet, as it was her decision.

“He said he didn’t throw the chamber pot at you, Rita, and I believe him. He was aiming for the outhouse. I think he’s embarrassed that he has been forced to use a pot, and I can understand that. Men are proud creatures.”

“How many drinks can we have?” Rita asked.

Arabella thought about it. She couldn’t be too generous with the hotel in so much trouble, but she was sure that Maggie and Tony would understand that Wally’s life was on the line.

“Three,” she said.

“Five, and you have a deal,” Rita said.

“Three, and extra piano lessons,” Arabella countered.

Rita had enjoyed the piano lesson very much and she was looking forward to more.

“All right, missus. I’ll find what Wally needs.”

Arabella smiled.

As the last vestige of sunlight disappeared on the western horizon, Arabella could smell the kangaroo cooking in the coals of a fire not far from the hotel. She was in the kitchen when Rita and the girls appeared at the back door with a collection of roots, leaves and ground seed pods. They also had what looked like a handful of grass.

“Put this in boiling water, missus,” Rita said, giving Arabella the ground seeds, roots and leaves. “And then make Jacko drink the liquid. It’s very good for pain. Pack this on his wound under the bandage,” she said, handing her the handful of grass.

“What … dry, like this?” Arabella asked.

“Yes, missus. It will draw out the poison. It’s good for snake bite, too.”

“Would you do it, Rita? I’m sure you know he kidnapped me and Goolim … and I feel so uncomfortable around him.”

“I know, missus, but I’m not helping that no good white fella. Missy can do it.”

Missy’s eyes widened and she began ranting in her own language. She had a frightening and heated exchange with Rita, who eventually threw her arms up in despair as Missy took off.

“She doesn’t want to do it, missus,” Rita said.

“Can’t you make her?” Arabella asked in a panic.

“Wally’s said bad things to Missy, missus, things about her piccaninnies.”

Arabella looked at Lily, who shook her head vigorously.

Rita left with Lily and Arabella went into the kitchen growling with frustration.

“What’s wrong?” Stuart asked her.

“Rita brought something to help Wally, but she won’t give it to him and neither will the other women. Apparently Wally has offended Missy by saying things about her kids. I can understand why she’d be upset about that, but all she has to do is give him some liquid and put this grass on his wounds.”

“It’s a respect thing,” Stuart said.

“What do you mean?”

“If Wally deeply offended Missy by saying things about her kids, she has no respect for him, therefore she couldn’t give him medical assistance. It’s their way.”

“Then surely they understand I don’t want to do it. I have absolutely no respect for the man.”

“Yes, of course they do.”

Arabella sighed and shook her head.

“If you tell me what to do, I’ll do it,” Stuart said.

Arabella was amazed.

“I can’t ask you to do that when he tried to rob your mine,” she said.

“I don’t care about the mine, Arabella. If I did, I’d be there guarding it.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. Something happened while I was out there … something in here.” He put his hand over his heart. “I no longer care about the gold.”

“What happened?” Arabella asked. Jonathan was in the bar, so they were alone in the kitchen.

“I’ve been looking for gold for years and I thought it would bring me satisfaction and happiness if I found it, but it changed me … for the worse. I don’t want to go into it, but I almost did something too terrible to contemplate out there in the desert.”

“But you didn’t …”

“No, but just knowing I could have …” Stuart shuddered.

Arabella could see how shaken he was and reached out and touched his arm.

“What will you do now?”

“I don’t know. I don’t really care. As long as I have a roof over my head, food and a few dollars in my pocket, I’ll be happy. All I want is a simple life.”

“Don’t you want to have a family of your own one day, a wife and children?”

Stuart thought of Catherine again.

“I have a confession to make. I’ve always had a problem with commitment.”

“You mean you don’t want to commit to a woman?”

“That’s right.”

“That just means you haven’t met the right woman,” Arabella said.

Stuart looked into her eyes.

“You could be right,” he said. “Perhaps the real treasure I’ve been searching for isn’t gold.” His gaze went to Arabella’s mouth and she was sure he was just about to kiss her. She could barely breathe with anticipation.

Jonathan was coming into the kitchen and he heard what Stuart just said. As he saw the miner sway towards Arabella, he reacted quickly.

“Did Rita bring something for Wally?” he asked loudly.

Hearing a voice so suddenly, Stuart and Arabella jumped.

“Yes …” she stammered, disappointed with Jonathan’s timing.

“Let me know when it’s ready and I’ll take it up,” Stuart said winking at her before he went out the back door.

Jonathan scowled after him, and Arabella busied herself preparing Wally’s pain relief.

“Stuart is going to give Wally his pain relief and bandage his leg with the infection remedy,” she said.

“Is he?” Jonathan asked in surprise.

“Yes, I’ll explain to him how to do it. I asked Rita to do it, but she refused and so did Missy. Stuart offered, which was very kind of him.”

Jonathan’s lips thinned and he looked down.

“Is something wrong, Jonathan?” Arabella asked.

“No, not really.”

“You don’t sound too sure.”

“I’m just concerned …”

“What about?”

“You don’t really know Stuart very well. I realize you don’t know me that well either, but he’s been very guarded about himself. I just want you to be careful.”

“I don’t understand why you’re worried, Jonathan,” Arabella said lightly and turned away.

Jonathan quickly grabbed her hand, turned her around and forced her to face him.

“I saw what nearly happened when I came into the kitchen.”

“Oh, you think he was going to kiss me?” she asked naïvely

“He was, wasn’t he?”

“I’m not really sure. But I wouldn’t mind if he did.”

Jonathan blinked in surprise.

“Are you suggesting you have feelings for him?”

“Maybe. I don’t know.”

“Don’t you think you should know before he kisses you?”

“Well I think it might be something you have to feel. Don’t you?”

Jonathan had been longing to kiss Arabella, so he was a little taken back by what she said.

“How would you feel if I kissed you?” he blurted out.

It was Arabella’s turn to blink in surprise.

“Do you want to?” Her total inexperience made her deal with this matter driven by curiosity rather than emotional turmoil.

“I’ve wanted to for quite some time.” It felt good to finally confess.

“Well, why haven’t you then?” Arabella said almost indignantly.

“I didn’t think you’d want me to.” Jonathan couldn’t believe they were having this conversation. “Do you?”

“Do I what?”

“Do you want me to kiss you?”

“There’s only one way to find out,” Arabella said. She couldn’t believe she was having this conversation either.

Jonathan paused not knowing what to answer. Swallowing the lump that had suddenly formed in this throat, he leant towards her and his lips softly brushed hers. Their gaze locked before they closed their eyes and he kissed her more intently and much longer. When they parted, he looked at her trying to gauge her reaction.

“I think I quite liked that,” Arabella said. She had no intention of admitting that this was her first real kiss after the very brief touch of lips with Stuart in the stable.

“So did I,” Jonathan said smiling, feeling even fonder for her as she uttered these rather unexpected words.

The water on the stove began bubbling furiously, so her attention was drawn to that. But she could hardly breathe as her heart was thudding wildly.

A short time later Stuart knocked on Wally’s door.

“What’s that?” Wally asked as Stuart packed the pungent grass on the wound. Arabella stood just outside the door where she couldn’t be seen by Wally, but she could hear what was going on.

“It’s for the infection. Rita said it will draw out all the poison,” Stuart said. “I’ve also brought something to drink that will help with the pain.”

“How did you get the job of changing my bandages?” Wally asked.

“I’m just lucky I guess,” Stuart said.

Wally made no comment. Arabella peeped around the door. She could see he was suffering so much he would have welcomed someone with an axe to remove his leg.

It was very dark by the time the kangaroo was thoroughly cooked. They all gathered around the camp fire hungrily. Arabella felt more relaxed than she had in days because Rita’s pain killing remedy appeared to have done wonders for Wally. He was sleeping peacefully for the first time since he’d been speared. She knew Maggie would be pleased to know he might recover.

“I can’t thank you enough for helping Wally,” Arabella said to Rita.

“He should be all right now, missus, but it will take a few days for all the poison to come out.”

“I’m very impressed with your knowledge, Rita. Where did you learn all about healing plants?”

“From the tribal elders, but mostly from my mother and father. My father was a kadaicha man and my mother was a tribal healer. I learned much from them.”

“I know Wally will be grateful. He was sure he was going to die.”

Rita rolled her eyes.

“Wally always thinks of himself, missus.”

Arabella thought Rita was suggesting Wally was selfish. She couldn’t disagree.

“Why did you change your mind and help him, Rita? It wasn’t only for the drinks and the extra piano lessons, was it?”

“Not for his sake. For you, missus.”

Arabella was surprised.

“You are young, missus, but you try to do the right thing.” Rita went and sat down on the other side of Jimmy’s fire with Lily and Missy.

Arabella suddenly felt ashamed for asking Stuart to change Wally’s bandage. She wondered if Maggie would be disappointed in her.

“Thank you for what you did for Wally,” she said quietly to Stuart who stood beside her, “but I’ll do it from now on.”

“Are you sure?” Stuart said. “I don’t mind doing it.”

“I know, and I’m grateful. As long as you are nearby, I can manage.”

Stuart smiled at her.

“It would be my pleasure to stay close to you,” he said.

Arabella blushed and sat down on the chair that Jonathan had brought outside for her. He’d placed it where the smoke from the fire wouldn’t blow in her face. She was completely taken back by Rita’s words, but it seemed she had earned a little of her respect and she realized that meant a lot to her. It wasn’t any stretch of the imagination to believe that Rita would be very sparing with her compliments.

Arabella looked up at the night sky. It was a spectacular sight. There were millions of stars twinkling in a black velvet sky, and just enough cool air around to make sitting outside worthwhile. The smoke from the fire also kept the mosquitoes away.

Pieces of the kangaroo meat had been sprinkled with bush spices and wrapped in paper bark and buried in the coals of the fire. Arabella hadn’t liked the look of it, but she had to admit, as time passed while it cooked, it began to smell enticing. The women had also buried the yams in the coals. When they were done, they fished them out with a stick and waited for them to cool, before brushing the ash off them. The roo meat was also fished out, unwrapped and allowed to cool. Jonathan had made some damper, but cooked it in the oven inside because he didn’t think Arabella would eat it if the outer crust was charred and covered in soot. She hadn’t failed to notice that he was always considerate of her feelings and she appreciated it.

When the food was cool enough, Jimmy shared it around. Lily’s and Missy’s children were there and chattered excitedly, but when they were given food, they sat down in the dust with their legs crossed to eat. Arabella was tentative about trying the kangaroo meat, but found it tasted quite nice. Rita presented her with a couple of yams, and she really liked them. Stuart refused the meat and yams and ate only the damper. He claimed his stomach wasn’t quite right, but Jonathan and Arabella thought he was just afraid. Not that they blamed him. What he’d been through was terrible.

After everyone had eaten, Jimmy began playing the didgeridoo. Arabella hadn’t heard it before, and she was absolutely amazed that such a large, hollow branch could produce such a haunting, captivating, unique sound. She loved it, and clapped excitedly. It was Jonathan who told her what the instrument was called.

While Jimmy played, some of the women tapped smaller sticks together and then got up to dance. Stamping their feet in the dust to the rhythm, they danced in a circle. After a while, they drew Arabella into the circle. She was embarrassed at first, but soon forgot her inhibitions and began to enjoy herself. It was the first time she truly felt part of the Australian culture and could appreciate its uniqueness. It was an experience she would never forget. She didn’t notice that Jonathan slipped away and got his camera. It wasn’t until she noticed a flash that she realized he was taking photographs of her and the women.

When Arabella sat down exhausted, she could see Jonathan was excited.

“I’ve just had an idea,” he said.

“What is it?” Arabella asked.

“I could sell my photographs to help Tony and Maggie.”

“That’s a good idea, but where would you sell them? Heaven knows when the train will be working again.”

Jonathan’s expression changed.

“I don’t know,” he said, realizing he hadn’t really thought the idea through. “I normally hold an exhibition to sell photos, but there’s no way I could draw enough people here to buy enough of my work to help the McMahons. Marree is just so isolated, especially with the train out of commission.”

“Surely that won’t be for much longer. It is a good idea, Jonathan,” Arabella said, trying to make him feel better. “We should keep it in mind.”

“Maybe I’ll have to take my photographs to the city,” he said. “I’ll think about it between now and when Tony gets back.”

“I suppose I should take some food up to Wally,” Arabella said. “He might be awake now.”

Stuart heard what she said.

“I’ll go with you, Arabella,” he said, getting to his feet.

“Thank you,” she said gratefully.

Jonathan became alarmed.

“You stay here and eat, Stuart. I’ll go with Arabella.”

“No, I promised I’d do it,” Stuart said, straightening up. “Besides, I’m not eating much just yet.”

Before Jonathan could object, Stuart and Arabella were heading for the back door of the hotel.

Arabella cautiously opened Wally’s door carrying a tray. As she did, he turned his head.

“You’re awake,” she said stiffly. “Are you hungry?”

“A little,” he said. “Did I hear the didgeridoo?”

“Yes, Jimmy was playing. It was wonderful.” Arabella noticed Wally didn’t appear to be in as much pain as he had for the past few days. His bandage looked like it needed changing again, though. She put the tray down on the table beside the bed. “How are you feeling?” she asked cautiously. She wanted to act as normal as possible, but she’d never feel safe in his company again.

“My wound feels like its burning. Are you sure that …” He had been going to call Rita a derogatory name, but stopped himself. “Are you sure this aboriginal remedy isn’t doing me more harm than good?”

“It must be doing you good. You don’t seem in as much pain as you were before.” She wanted to say if he was suffering it served him right, but Arabella bit down the comment.

Wally said nothing.

“A lot of the infection has come out, but Rita said it would take a few days for the grasses to draw all the poison out. I’ll change the bandage and then let you eat.”

After a glance at the doorway to make sure Stuart was still there, Arabella set to work. She changed the bandage and then gave Wally some more of the liquid she’d prepared from the leaves and seed pods. It didn’t smell very nice, but Wally drank it without complaint because it gave him relief from the pain he’d been suffering.

“Do you think you need a bodyguard?” Wally asked, glancing at the doorway.

Arabella blushed. She knew she couldn’t have been so close to him without Stuart being nearby.

“You’ve proved it isn’t safe to be around you,” she said tersely.

“There,” she said when she’d finished reapplying a clean bandage. “That should keep you going until morning.” Before getting up from the bed, she glanced at Wally and noticed he was glaring at her.

“Why did you tell everyone you lied about me?” he asked her quietly.

“I think you know why,” she said.

“I don’t forgive that easily,” Wally said.

“Neither do I,” Arabella said before she hurried out of the room.

“Everything all right?” Stuart asked. He’d heard Wally say something quietly to her, but he hadn’t caught what it was.

“Yes, fine,” Arabella said. Her heart was thumping wildly and her legs were shaky, but she put on a brave face.

“It’s a nice evening and the moon is shining bright,” Stuart said as they got to the bottom of the stairs. “Would you like to go for a walk?”

Arabella didn’t feel like returning to the camp fire, so she was delighted.

“Yes,” she said.

Instead of going out the back door, they went through the bar and out the front door.

They were walking for a few minutes, when Stuart said, “I never expected to meet someone like you in Marree.”

“I never expected to be in Marree,” Arabella said. As her gaze wandered over the darkness of the surrounding, unforgiving desert, she thought of all that had happened to her. She’d lived a completely different life in the few weeks since she’d been lost out there. It was as if she was a completely different person to the Arabella Fitzherbert who had boarded the Ghan train in Adelaide.

“You’re a very pretty girl, Arabella. I’m surprised a handsome man hasn’t snapped you up yet.”

Arabella’s first thoughts were for how little she’d socialized in England. She realized she’d always had some kind of ailment or another, but she hadn’t even had time to think about her health since she’d been helping Maggie or worrying about her.

“You think I’m … pretty?” she asked. Stuart was older and more experienced in the ways of the world than she was, so his opinion meant something to her.

Stuart stopped and took her hands in his.

“Haven’t you noticed the way I look at you?” he said.

“Yes,” she admitted and dropped her head so he wouldn’t see how embarrassed she felt.

“You’re the type of woman who could change a man’s thinking,” he said. “I told you I wasn’t the type who committed to a woman easily, but …”

Arabella panicked. He was going too fast for her.

“Stuart,” she said, pulling her hands out of his and walking on. “I think you are trying to turn my head.”

“Is it working?” he asked mischievously as he went after her.

“No,” she said, laughing nervously. She couldn’t help thinking about what Jonathan had said about them not knowing very much about him. “How long have you been in Australia?” she asked.

“A few years,” he said off handedly. “Are you trying to change the subject?”

“I’m trying to learn a little about you,” she said. “You haven’t said very much. Where have you been living in Australia?”

“I’ve been all over,” Stuart said. He caught her hand again.

Arabella couldn’t help noticing he was being evasive, but when his blue eyes twinkled at her in the moonlight, it suddenly didn’t seem that important. When she looked up at him, he was grinning at her, and she was thinking he had a roguish charm that was hard to resist. Yet there was still a niggling thought to beware.

“I think we should get back,” she said feeling vulnerable to his charms. They had walked a distance from the hotel and she felt nervous. She turned back to the hotel.

But Stuart swung her around slowly to face him.

“Are you sure?” he said, pulling her close and gazing deeply into her eyes.

Arabella knew he was going to kiss her, and her heart began to race. Part of her wanted him to, but another part of her warned to be cautious.

“Yes, I think so,” she said, dropping her chin.

Letting go of one of her hands, Stuart lifted her chin so that she couldn’t avoid gazing into his blue eyes again.

“I don’t think you mean that,” he said, as his lips descended towards her.

Suddenly Arabella jumped when she heard someone call.

“Arabella!”

Arabella recognized Jonathan’s voice, and stepped back from Stuart.

“That’s Jonathan,” she said.

“Yes,” Stuart growled in annoyance. “Somehow I don’t think he wants you and I to get close.”

“Well …,” Arabella hesitated. She thought of the kiss she’d shared with Jonathan and instinctively knew he wouldn’t like to find her in Stuart’s embrace. She didn’t want him to either. What would he think of her? 

“He’s jealous,” Stuart said. “He wants you for himself,” Stuart said. “Not that I blame him.”

Arabella blushed again.

“I’m sure you are mistaken. Jonathan has been a good friend since I’ve been here.” She had no intention of telling Stuart that Jonathan had kissed her, or that she’d liked it – not until she knew which of the men she really cared for …

“But I think he’d like to be more,” Stuart said.

Arabella didn’t know what to say. She heard Jonathan call again, so she began walking back to the hotel and Stuart walked beside her.

“I don’t blame Jonathan,” he said. “You’re a rare find, Arabella.”

“You make me sound like a botanical specimen,” Arabella stammered. She was flattered, and Stuart was an attractive man in an unorthodox way, but she realized she didn’t feel as comfortable with him as she did with Jonathan.

“If you were a botanical specimen, you’d be a rare and beautiful flower,” Stuart said.

“There you are, Arabella,” Jonathan called from the hotel veranda. “I was worried something was wrong.” He was not happy that Stuart had been alone with her because he knew how inexperienced and naïve Arabella was.

“What could be wrong?” Stuart asked in an unfriendly tone.

“I thought you were in Wally’s room, and anything could be wrong where he’s concerned,” Jonathan said.

Stuart’s eyes narrowed.

“Are you sure it isn’t me you are worried about?”

“Should I be?” Jonathan asked pointedly.

“No, Arabella is perfectly safe with me.”

“Let’s get back to the campfire,” Arabella suggested hastily.

Back at the campfire, they had an extra couple of guests. Terry and Les had stopped by. When they found no-one in the pub, they became curious, and the sounds of the didgeridoo drew them to the back of the pub.

“How’s Wally?” Terry asked Arabella. Jonathan had told him that she’d taken Wally some food.

“He’s a bit better. A lot of puss is coming out of his wound, and Rita made him a remedy for the pain.”

Terry’s eyes widened. “And he accepted it?” he said incredulously.

“He was in a terrible way,” Jonathan said. “If he hadn’t accepted the remedy for pain and the infection, I doubt he would have lasted another day.”

“He’s lucky then,” Terry said.

Rita approached Arabella.

“Try some of this meat, missus?” she said.

“What is it?” Arabella asked suspiciously. It was light in colour compared to the roo meat.

“It’s a type of bush chicken,” Rita said.

“Oh, chicken. I like chicken,” Arabella said. She took a bite of the meat and found it was succulent and delicious. “Mmm,” she said. “It tastes a little different to the chicken back home, but it’s wonderful.”

The women started laughing, and so did Jonathan. But when he looked at Arabella’s alarmed expression, he tried to keep a straight face.

“What is this?” Arabella asked apprehensively.

“It’s a python,” Rita said. “But it’s good, isn’t it, missus?”

“Ugh,” Arabella said, horrified at the thought of eating snake. She looked at the meat again. When the women started laughing again, she was sure they were having her on. “It’s not snake,” she said, and kept eating. It was too delicious to be snake.

Over the next few days, Wally began to improve. His wound oozed puss, and he suffered mild fevers, but five days later, he felt much better. They all continued to live on bush game, supplied by the aboriginals. At times, different aboriginal men came back to the camp in town, bringing emu, kangaroo, wombat, goanna, snake, bird’s eggs and wallaby. Jonathan continued to bake bread and shared that amongst them all. Arabella gave Rita a piano lesson everyday, but she still couldn’t convince her to go lightly on the keys. She didn’t have the nerve to tell her that she’d never make a piano player though.

On the sixth day that Maggie and Tony were away, Wally managed to stand up. He was wobbly on his feet, and light headed, but determined to get down to the outhouse and the bar. Perched gingerly on a bar tool, he drank half a glass of beer, and then Ted had to help him back upstairs, where he flopped down on the bed.

On the seventh day, when Tony was expected back, the time dragged. Everyone kept looking at the clock. When he didn’t arrive by nightfall, Jonathan and Arabella were particularly concerned. Later that evening, Terry came over and they consulted him about why Tony might not have come back.

“He could have decided to stay over for a day with Maggie, to rest. Let’s not worry yet,” Terry said.

The next day, Faiz Mohomet arrived back in town, without Tony. Arabella and Jonathan were outside, by the stables, when they saw him approaching in the distance. Even before he could dismount, Jonathan asked where Tony was.

“He’s had an accident,” Faiz said.

“What kind of accident?” Arabella asked in dread of the answer.

“He was knocked over by a ram on Warratah Station. He has several broken ribs, so he can’t ride.”

“How did that happen?” Jonathan asked.

“He was inspecting the sheep with his brother-in-law to do him a favour before returning here, when a ram charged him. He didn’t see it coming.”

“Shouldn’t he see a doctor?” Arabella asked.

“Maggie’s sister used to be a nurse before she married, so she examined him and said his ribs hadn’t punctured either of his lungs. He just needs lots of rest.”

“So when will he be back?”

“It could be weeks,” Faiz said. “I will stop at the station next time we go for water. Tony said if he can ride sooner, he’ll have a stockman bring him back.”

“If Tony is away for weeks …” Arabella looked at Jonathan. “The hotel could be lost by the time he returns.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN

[image: Image]

Edmund Fitzherbert entered room five in the Central Hotel in Todd Street, Alice Springs, and softly closed the door. He was not surprised to find the shutters at the window closed, or his wife curled up on the bed in the semi-darkness. Seeing her that way had become a familiar sight since getting the devastating news of their daughter’s tragic passing.

“I’ve been assured the railway line is almost fixed, dear,” Edmund said gently. He wasn’t surprised when his wife didn’t answer him. He’d told her the same thing many times, after receiving promise after promise. Although he didn’t approve of it, he’d learnt to accept the painful inactivity that went with a small bush town. It was a matter of doing so, or he’d go completely out of his mind. He hadn’t learnt to deal with the devastating pain that twisted his heart every time he thought of Arabella. When it got too much, he headed for the nearest bar.

Clarice was staring at the shuttered window in a state of depression. Edmund felt, even if the train was running, she’d refuse to get on it, because she didn’t want to go without Arabella. Clarice was unable to accept the fact that their only child was dead. The reason his wife wouldn’t have the shutters open was the glaring, merciless sun that had most likely killed Arabella, assuming she survived the fall from a moving train. It was too much of a reminder, so Clarice stayed inside with the shutters closed.

Looking at her prostrate form, Edward could barely recognize her figure. She’d once been a curvaceous woman, something he’d liked about her, but now he could see the bones of her hips sticking out. Her weight loss had been rapid and her vitality had long gone. He was terribly afraid for her, but he felt truly helpless. Strangely, it was only worrying about Clarice that kept him from going out of his mind with grief. When he’d closed his eyes every night before receiving the terrible news of Arabella’s passing, he’d prayed for a miracle. He’d tried to imagine Arabella walking into town, even though he knew in his heart it was not impossible. If by some miracle she had survived a fall from the train, she couldn’t have survived the heat of the desert with no water. Arabella had always been a fragile girl.

“Did you hear me, Clarice? We can soon get out of Alice Springs and go home.”

“Home!” Clarice said, her eyes welling with tears. “Home will never be the same …”

“I know, dear,” Edward said, his head falling. He couldn’t bear the thought of arriving home without Arabella, but they had to face it. Their daughter was lost to them.

“Why couldn’t it have been me?” Clarice whispered. “Arabella was too young to lose her life, Edward.” She kept imagining Arabella getting out of bed during the night on the train, and being disorientated in the dark and in a strange place. She imagined her opening the rear door by mistake and literally stepping off the train. It was an image that tormented her.

Clarice had never actually said it was his fault Arabella had perished, but Edward felt she must blame him deep down on a subconscious level because it was on his insistence that they traveled into the desert’s heart. He certainly blamed himself. If he hadn’t insisted they take the trip, Arabella would be with them now. But it was no use thinking about what might have been. As long as he lived, he would never forget the day he and Clarice woke up to find their only daughter missing. It was the moment their lives changed forever.

“Oh, Jonathan, I don’t know what we can do to save the hotel,” Arabella said. “It seems so hopeless.”

Jonathan caught the despondency in her voice. He felt she had been through so much and it didn’t seem fair that she was now worrying about Tony and Maggie’s situation.

“You don’t have to stay here, Arabella. If you’d rather go to Alice Springs to be with your family, I’m sure Maggie and Tony would understand. I would understand.” The last thing he wanted was to see her go, but he couldn’t endure seeing her unhappy or anxious.

He’d spoken to Paddy about taking her to Alice Springs, and he’d agreed to do it, although he thought such a long journey across the desert on a camel would be a real test of her strength and courage. Paddy felt it would be better if she waited in Marree for the train to return. That was what Jonathan wanted, and what he thought would be best, but he also wanted to put her happiness first.

Arabella couldn’t help thinking of her parents. She knew they were suffering, thinking she had perished in the desert, but there was nothing she could do about it until they came back through town on the train.

“I don’t want to leave you here to cope alone, Jonathan,” she said. “I know I’m not very useful, but you were willing to stand by me when I needed you, so the least I can do is offer you the same moral support for as long as I can.”

Jonathan smiled.

“I appreciate that, Arabella. But I don’t want to see you unhappy.”

Arabella treasured his thoughtfulness. He was looking at her so intently and warmly, that she blushed.

“I suppose we could look on the bright side,” she added.

“What’s that?” Jonathan hadn’t imagined there was a bright side.

“No-one from the bank can get here until the train returns, can they?”

“I don’t expect so,” he said.

“Then we might have a bit more time. Perhaps we could write to the bank and explain the situation. We could let them know that Tony has been hurt. The letter wouldn’t go until the train comes through heading south, but we could plead for a bit more time. They might consider if they boarded the train immediately when it returns to the north.”

“Even if Tony was here, Arabella, nothing would change. There aren’t enough customers to bring more money in. I’ve been here for months, so I know it was only rarely that someone on the train stopped off in Marree for a few days. There’s nothing much to do here, as you have found out, and it’s always so hot. Tony and Maggie’s main trade comes from shearers passing through or travelers on the Birdsville track stopping in, and there hasn’t been too many of those lately. But that could change I suppose. If the rains are good down south and in Southern Queensland, then there’s more food for livestock, and drovers and shearers will come through.”

“The hotel has survived this long, so it doesn’t seem right that the bank can’t be more lenient until things improve again. If we could just think of a way to get people to come to Marree, or at least pass through. We have to think of something to get people off the Ghan long enough to spend some money in the town. That would help immensely. ”

“I don’t know how we could do that,” Jonathan said despondently.

“How does Mohomet Basheer survive in his store?”

“He has one of the other Afghans take his clothes out to the stations and hawk them.”

“Unfortunately, we can’t deliver beer to the stations. We have to get the station workers into town.”

“It’s such a pity the Afghans don’t drink alcohol. There are always plenty of them around town,” Jonathan said.

“Yes, it is,” Arabella agreed. “But the hotel is running out of beer anyway. Do they eat wild game? We could sell them meals of barbequed kangaroo or wombat.”

Jonathan laughed.

“They eat camel meat,” he said, and laughed again at Arabella’s horrified expression.

“Speaking of barbeques,” he said. “The town of Birdsville holds a yearly picnic race meeting. Apparently, hundreds of people attend that. They sell a huge amount of beer and food. It’s a real boost for the town’s coffers.”

“Are you talking about a horse race meeting?”

“Yes, but they hold camel races, too. The Afghans from here take their best camels up there to race them. Sometimes they come back with a handsome purse.”

“Something like that would be good here,” Arabella said excitedly.

“We need something unique in Marree,” Jonathan said. “As you said, something to draw people from the stations. I don’t know what, though.”

Over the next few days, the heat was so unbearable that the thought of hotel guests was something they didn’t want to think about. Les Mitchell was staying at the hotel because he’d injured his hand and was unable to work on Lizard Creek Station, but he wasn’t considered a real ‘guest’ because he took care of himself. Ted said he’d never known it get so hot and he’d been in town many years. It was literally energy draining. Arabella could barely get off the bed, and when she did, she was light-headed. To make matters even worse, the generator that ran the fridges overheated and broke down, so the beer became warm, upsetting the locals. What little food they had in the store spoiled, weevils invaded a sack of flour and the flies seemed to double in numbers, if that was possible.

With the heat came a hot wind that seared all in its path. To avoid it, they closed the hotel windows and doors, but then the heat inside became stifling. When they opened them, the rooms filled with dust. Arabella had no appetite at all and everyone seemed to be in a grumpy mood.

It took Jonathan and Ted four days to fix the generator because they really had no idea what they were doing.

“We’ll soon be out of fuel for the generator,” Jonathan told Arabella.

“We’re out of almost everything,” she said despairingly. “We’ll have to send the Afghans south for supplies, but it could take them weeks to get back.”

“I wish we could contact Tony and find out what he wants us to do,” Jonathan said.

“We can’t, Jonathan, so it’s up to us to make the decisions.”

“The Afghans could pick up mostly everything you need in Leigh Creek,” Ted said. “Including beer. It’s under a hundred miles away, so it would only take them a few days.”

“That sounds wonderful,” Arabella said.

“We’ll have to give them the money we got from the shearers to purchase supplies in Leigh Creek,” Jonathan said. “There’s nothing else we can do.”

With the decision made, they felt better. They organized the cameleers to leave at dawn the next morning.

Arabella was asleep when she was awoken by a thunderous noise overhead. She thought she was dreaming, until a drop of water came through the leaky roof and splashed her face. Dawn was creeping over a dark sky. Two Afghans and five camels were due to set off in an hour to pick up supplies in Leigh Creek.

Arabella sat up and listened, mystified by the water on her face dribbling down from the ceiling. The noise on the roof was deafening and she could smell something she hadn’t smelt for a long time. Thinking she must be mistaken, she went to her balcony door, which was open, and peered outside. She couldn’t believe her eyes. It was pouring rain.

“Jonathan,” she screamed, running to her bedroom door. “Jonathan, it’s raining.”

Jonathan opened his door, sleepy eyed.

“What?” he said.

“Listen! It’s pouring rain. Come and have a look.”

Wally’s door opened, and he hobbled into the hallway sleepy-eyed.

“What’s going on?”

At the same time Stuart’s door opened.

“What’s all the noise?”

“It’s raining, Stuart,” Arabella said excitedly. It was the first time she’d seen rain in months.

They all went through her room to the balcony. Arabella held her hands out, catching the rain and splashing her face with it. It felt so good and she squealed with excitement.

They were all smiling from ear to ear. The rain was a truly joyous sight.

“Has the drought broken?” Arabella asked.

“I doubt it,” Ted shouted from the street below. He was on his way to the stables to clean out the stalls, as he did every morning at day break. He was saturated, but didn’t mind at all. It felt wonderful to have the rain wash the sweat from his body, and it was as close as he’d gotten to a bath in months.

“Only if it rains for a few days can you say the drought has broken,” he shouted up. “If it stops any time soon, which it no doubt will, it will only be enough to settle the dust in the rain water tanks.”

It poured rain for an hour and a half, and then it was just as if someone turned a tap off, because it stopped, and the sun came out. In the mean time, the streets of Marree had become rivers of mud. The aboriginal children were out playing in it, squealing with delight. Also, Arabella and Jonathan had learned that the hotel roof leaked like a sieve. Arabella had to put a bucket on her bed to catch the water, and Jonathan and Wally had to put several buckets around the floors in their rooms. Arabella checked Maggie and Tony’s room and found leaks in there, too. She’d run out of buckets, so had to use pots and pans to catch the drips.

When the sun came out, it made the air steamy, which was even more unbearable than the dry heat and dust. The washing on the line was a sorry sight, too. In the dust storm, it had been covered with a reddish-brown coat, but when the rain came, the dust turned to mud streaks.

Arabella was just removing the washing from the line, up to her ankles in rapidly drying mud, when Rita turned up.

“Just look at this mess,” Arabella complained.

“The rain will bring the wildflowers up in the desert, missus,” Rita said. “It’s a real pretty sight.”

Arabella stopped what she was doing and looked at Rita in amazement. The last thing she ever expected was to hear Rita come out with something like that. It was such a feminine thing to say, and Rita was the most un-feminine woman she had ever met.

“I’d like to see that, Rita,” she said.

“Then you’d better be quick, missus, cause the locusts will eat ‘em,” Rita said.

“Locusts?”

“Yes, the locusts are coming. Many of ‘em.” Rita gazed over the desert. “They’re a couple of days away, I’d say.”

“By locusts, do you mean grasshoppers?” Arabella asked. The thought of being in the path of a grasshopper plague was quite unappealing, and she couldn’t begin to fathom how Rita knew they were coming if they were a couple of days away.

“Yes, missus. They eat everything they see. They make good tucker, though. We’ll cook plenty of the buggers up.”

“Cook them up? You aren’t going to eat locusts, are you?” Arabella asked incredulously.

“Yes, missus. They’re good.”

“Ugh,” Arabella said. “I’d rather starve.”

“You might, missus, because they’ll eat everything in the vegetable garden.”

“Not Maggie’s vegetable garden,” Arabella said, panicking. “I can’t let them do that.”

“You can’t stop them, missus.”

Two days later, the locust plague hit Marree. Arabella had been up on the balcony, where she had been drying the mattresses that got wet when the rain came through the leaky roof. Off in the distance she noticed a strange, hazy cloud approaching from the south. She called Jonathan.

“Look at that, Jonathan,” she said. “Is that another dust storm coming?”

Rita was down in the street with Lily and Missy. “That’s the locust plague, missus,” she called up to Arabella.

Arabella panicked. The cloud of locusts was like a moving wave over the landscape, bearing down on them. It must have been a mile wide and was like nothing she had ever seen in her life.

“We must save the vegetable garden,” she cried at Jonathan.

“There’s nothing we can do, Arabella,” he answered. “They’ll eat everything above the ground, but what’s below should be safe.”

Arabella thought that news wasn’t so bad, since the kangaroos ate mostly everything above the ground anyway.

“How did you know the locusts were coming, Rita?” Arabella asked.

“I just know,” Rita said. She headed back to her camp with Lily and Missy. It was clear the aboriginals were excited about the prospect of having locusts to eat, which was something Arabella would never understand.

Within two hours, locusts began hopping through the streets of Marree. Arabella had shut the doors and windows, living under the illusion that she’d keep them outside. She was in the kitchen when the first few came in under the door. She almost died of fright when she saw them hopping across the kitchen floor. Grabbing a broom she tried beating them, but more came under the door, so she grabbed a towel and stuffed it up against the door.

“How can we keep them out?” she squealed to Jonathan.

“I don’t know,” he said, “but they won’t hurt us, Arabella.”

She could tell he thought she was being irrational, but she couldn’t help feeling disgusted by them.

“I don’t want them inside,” she screamed. She went into the hallway, only to be confronted by more of the hopping creatures. They’d obviously come under the front door and through the bar. Squealing she high-stepped through them and began climbing the stairs. Half way up she turned to find locusts behind her. Shuddering with revulsion, she ran for the sanctuary of her room, and slammed the door shut. Whipping the sheets from the bed, she stuffed them against the door, and then flopped to the floor. Taking several deep, calming breaths, Arabella tried to compose herself.

She could see that Jonathan, Ted and Stuart were amused about her reaction to the hopping invaders. But millions of insects on the hop was not a laughing matter as far as she was concerned. She glanced towards the balcony doors and suddenly realized that they were open. Getting to her feet, she ran to the door and cautiously peered out, but thankfully there wasn’t a grasshopper on the balcony. She went to the edge of the veranda and looked down. The road below appeared to be moving like a wave. It was a horrific, but oddly fascinating sight. It transfixed and mesmerized Arabella. She didn’t hear Jonathan come up behind her. When he placed his hand on her arm, she jumped with fright.

“I’m sorry, Arabella,” he said gently. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

“That’s all right,” she said breathlessly. “I was captivated by the locusts and didn’t hear you approach.” She glanced back into her room. “You did put the sheets back by the door, didn’t you?” she asked.

“Yes, they won’t get into your room.” Jonathan glanced over the balcony, and his eyes widened. “What a spectacular sight. I must get my camera,” he said.

Before Arabella could say a word, he rushed away. Immediately, he was back with his camera and began setting it up to photograph the locusts. Arabella had to agree the sight of them going through the town was spectacular, and she somehow was pleased that Jonathan captured them on film because she doubted she’d ever see anything like this again in her life time.

Jonathan took several shots, and then put his camera aside, and gently, almost hesitantly, put his arm around Arabella.

“I’m sorry I didn’t appear to be very understanding earlier,” he said. “I’ve seen lots of strange sights in the desert, but I keep forgetting you haven’t.”

“I know I was being a bit irrational,” Arabella admitted, thrilled he was so close. “From up here, the locusts are an amazing sight. I doubt the farmers would think so, though.”

“You’re right,” Jonathan said, looking over the balcony. “They can eat an entire crop in a matter of hours, devastating the farmers. I heard they were trying to come up with a poison to kill them, but I don’t know how successful it will be, not when a locust plague is made up of millions of grasshoppers.

Arabella leant on Jonathan, enjoying the sanctuary of his arms.

“I don’t want to eat with the aboriginals tonight,” she said.

“Why not? Most of the locusts will be gone by then.”

“Not all of them. Some of them are on the menu.”

“Oh,” Jonathan said, cringing at the thought.

It was the first time Arabella had seen him cringing at the thought of eating ‘bush tucker’.

“I imagine they’d be a bit … crunchy,” he said, grimacing.

Arabella couldn’t help laughing, even though she had a vivid picture in her mind of the cooked locusts.

“Do you think they’ll boil them or roast them in the coals of the fire?” Jonathan asked.

“Stop it,” Arabella said, although she couldn’t help laughing again.

“I can just imagine little, black, crunchy things with crisp wings,” Jonathan said.

“Ugh,” Arabella said, running into her room.

Jonathan went after her, giving her more vivid descriptions of cooked locusts.

Later that day it took hours to sweep locusts out of the hotel and from around the doorways. No-one even thought of eating with the aborigines. Instead they had bread and jam for their supper. Paddy had told them that the locust plague had frightened the camels, and many of them had broken out of their pens. He’d been in quite a panic when he asked if any camels had passed the hotel. Les later told them that many of the Afghans had gone into the desert to try and round them up. He’d no sooner given them this news, when Stuart Thompson came in to report that Bess had pushed the gate of her yard open and Uri had gone with her.

“Oh, no,” Arabella said, worried for the baby camel. She couldn’t believe she hadn’t even thought of the locusts frightening him. “We must go and look for them.”

“You stay here,” Jonathan said. “It’s getting late. Ted, Les, Stuart and I can look for Bess and Uri.”

“I’m coming with you,” Arabella said. She didn’t want to remain in the hotel worrying. “Uri might come to me if he hears me calling him,” she said.

Jonathan agreed to take her.

The five of them walked in the desert, being sure to keep the lights of the hotel within sight once it got dark. Being out in the desert at night reminded Arabella of when she was lost. It brought back terrible memories and she reacted by sticking close to Jonathan.

The men had lit branches with a rag around one end, soaked in petrol, to use as torches. After nearly two hours had gone by, with no success, they agreed to split up for awhile. Les and Ted’s torches had gone out, but Stuart and Jonathan’s were still alight. They decided Les, Ted and Stuart would go one way, and Arabella and Jonathan another. They thought they could cover more ground that way, and both groups would have a torch.

Arabella and Jonathan were about a mile and half from the hotel, when their torch went out. “Damn,” Jonathan said. It was pitch dark, as the moon was obscured by cloud. They could no longer see the other torch in the distance, so they assumed Stuart’s torch had also gone out and he and the others would have returned to the hotel by now.

“We’ll never find Bess and Uri in the dark, Arabella, so we should head back to the hotel.”

Arabella had to agree, but that didn’t stop her worrying about Uri.

“Don’t worry, Arabella. Bess will come back, and Uri is sure to follow her,” Jonathan said.

Arabella had taken hold of his arm in the dark because she was afraid she’d trip over. They were in the vicinity of a dry creek bed with steep banks, but had lost a sense of exactly where it was after their torch went out. The were on the town side of the creek bed, but they’d been searching along it when they had light, just in case Bess or Uri had fallen into the creek bed and injured themselves.

Arabella tripped on a piece of wood, and stubbed her toe. Hearing her cry out made Jonathan momentarily careless, and he missed his own footing and literally disappeared from beside her. Arabella heard a sound like falling stones, branches breaking, and then a thud.

“Jonathan,” she cried. “Where are you?”

She heard him groan. “Stay … still, Arabella,” he said in a voice that lacked any wind. “You are on the edge of the creek bed.”

Arabella gasped, and felt around with her foot very carefully. A few inches away, the ground literally disappeared. “Are you all right, Jonathan?” She prayed he hadn’t broken any bones. Holding her breath, she listened in the pitch dark for his reply.

“Yes,” he said, gingerly scrambling to his feet. “I’m winded, and a bit sore, but … I’ll be fine.”

“Can you get back up here?” Arabella asked. She was terrified of being left alone.

She listened as she heard him feeling around in the dark. “No,” he finally answered, “the embankment is too steep.”

“Oh, Jonathan. What shall I do?”

“Don’t panic, Arabella. You can see the light of the hotel, can’t you?”

She turned to look. “Yes,” she said.

“Then very carefully, make for the light.”

Arabella fought panic that threatened to overwhelm her. “But … what about you?”

“I’ll find a way out of the creek bed, and then I’ll head for the hotel.”

“I can’t go alone, Jonathan,” Arabella cried. “Couldn’t I follow the creek bed until you can get out and join me?”

“No, Arabella. That would be too dangerous. You can get back to the hotel. You survived being out in the desert all alone for two days. Just make for the light. Be strong, for me.”

Arabella didn’t want to act like a child, but she was so afraid. Tears welled in her eyes, blurring the light of the hotel. She dabbed her eyes.

“All right,” she said. “Are you really sure you’ll be all right alone?”

Jonathan caught the wobble in her voice. He knew she was terrified of being alone in the desert in the dark. He realized his mistake. He should have made her stay behind in the safety of the hotel.

“Yes, I’ll be fine. I’m not hurt. I’ll meet you at the hotel, I promise. The others will probably already be there.”

Arabella was afraid to move.

“All right,” she said in a voice little more than a whisper. Fixing her gaze on the light in the hotel, she cautiously began to move towards it. It was quite a distance away, but she knew, taking one step at a time, that she’d get there. She tried not to think about snakes, or the hundreds of creepy-crawlies that scuttled over the desert floor at night.

Arabella tripped many times. It was so dark she couldn’t see the ground in front of her. With her hands out in front of her, she kept moving, taking slow, cautious steps.

“I can do this,” she whispered to herself. “I can do it.” She vowed never to leave the hotel again at night. If she could just get back, she vowed she’d never do anything foolish again.

Then Arabella heard the crack of a branch breaking, and she jumped with fright.

“Whose there?” she asked. “Reveal yourself.” Her first thought was that it was Wally and he was taking his chance to hurt her.

Suddenly something touched her shoulder, and she tried to cry out in alarm. But the only sound she could make was a muffled gasp. There was no answer.

“Wally, I know that’s you,” she said quivering with fear. “If you come near me I’ll hit you.” Something tall and dark loomed over her, and then something wet touched her face. She stepped backwards, stumbled, and fell to the ground.

“Don’t hurt me,” she whispered, her courage deserting her. Still there was no sound, just a heavy snort. A dark shape loomed in front of her face, and she felt a breath on her cheek. She was sure it was Wally. He was going to kill her. Then she heard a snort again, and realized it wasn’t Wally at all. It was Bess.

Arabella almost cried with relief. She got up again, and put her hands out, feeling around in the darkness. As she did, something touched her shoulder again.

“Uri, is that you?” she asked. She felt the baby camel’s wet lips touch her face again. “Uri,” Arabella said. Her emotions were a mixture of fear and relief. Tears fell down her cheeks, but she smiled with happiness.

“You’re all right, Uri,” she said soothingly. She heard Bess snort again. “Let’s go home,” she said. She began moving towards the hotel again, and heard the footsteps of the horse and camel behind her.

“You two gave us all a terrible scare,” she told them, as if they understood her. She was so happy that she was no longer alone.

Near Ghan town, Arabella could hear a commotion in the darkness, but she kept going toward the hotel. At the stables, she put Bess and Uri back in a yard and closed the gate, and then headed for the back door of the hotel. She was absolutely exhausted, but still worried about Jonathan.

Hearing the back screen door bang, Stuart appeared from the bar.

“Arabella, are you all right?” he asked.

“Yes,” she assured him.

“Where’s Jonathan?” he asked worriedly.

“He fell down the creek bed,” Arabella replied.

Stuart gasped. They were joined by Ted and Les.

“Did you say Jonathan is hurt?” Ted asked.

“No, he’s not hurt. He sent me back while he tried to find somewhere safe to climb out of the creek.”

Stuart turned to Les and Ted.

“Let’s light another torch and go and search for him. Who knows, we might find Bess and Uri this time.”

“I found them,” Arabella said, thinking she didn’t want to be left alone with Wally. “Or rather, they found me. I put them back in a yard at the stables.”

“That’s amazing,” Stuart said with obvious relief. “Are they all right?”

“They seem fine. Just scared.”

Ted, Stuart and Les went outside to get a torch. While they were out there, Arabella heard voices and recognized one as Jonathan’s.

“We were just coming to look for you,” Les said to him.

“I got lucky and found somewhere to climb out of the creek. Is Arabella here?”

Arabella heard the concern in his voice and it touched her heart.

“Yes, and she brought Uri and Bess back,” Stuart said.

“Did she?” Jonathan asked.

This time Arabella heard pride in his voice, and it swelled her heart. She was beginning to wonder if what she felt was love growing.

Arabella slept late the next morning. When she finally got up, she found the hotel deserted, except for Wally, who was sitting outside. He said he was getting some fresh air, and she didn’t blame him because he’d been cooped up in his room for three weeks. She still felt nervous around him. She didn’t trust him and she didn’t think that would ever change.

“Where is everyone?” she asked him.

“At Ghan town.”

“Why?”

“Apparently a wild bull camel came into the yards with the camels the Afghans rounded up last night. It’s causing havoc.”

“Why don’t they let it out?”

“If they try, the females might go with it. I think they are trying to shoot it.”

“Shoot it?” Arabella couldn’t believe what she was hearing, so she headed for Ghan town. She now realized what the commotion was that she’d heard as she headed back to the hotel with Uri and Bess the previous night. Now that she thought about, Uri had seemed spooked as she’d lead him into the stable yard. He must have been frightened of the wild bull.

Even before Arabella reached Ghan town, she could hear a ruckus. There were shouts and smashing sounds, and the camels were growling and spitting. As she approached the camel yards, there was a crowd around them. She could see Jonathan, so she went to him.

“What’s going on?” she asked when she reached him.

The camels were racing around the yards, kicking, growling viciously and spitting. In the middle of them there was a huge male, who was making the most frightening sounds. He was trying to bite the females and aggressively chasing the younger males. As Arabella stood beside Jonathan, the wild bull charged at the fence near them. His chest smashed against the railings. Jonathan pulled Arabella aside, as the bull’s head came over the fence. His long tongue was hanging out, and he was frothing at the mouth. Several of the Afghans had guns in their hands. Paddy charged at the bull from outside the fence and took aim, but the bull threw his head back and turned, pushing himself behind one of his prized females. The Afghan cussed. He’d missed his chance. Other Afghans were trying to separate the wild bull from their camels with a long pole. The whole scene was chaotic and terrifying.

“Go back to the hotel,” Jonathan said to Arabella when he could see how frightened and disturbed she was.

Before she could reply, the wild bull attacked one of the young bulls, biting and kicking it. The Afghans began shouting in alarm. Paddy leapt over the fence and pushed through his prized camels. The bull saw him, and turned on him.

Arabella and Jonathan watched in horror, sure the wild bull would kill him.

“Get out of there, Paddy,” Jonathan shouted. He leapt at the fence.

Arabella panicked, thinking Jonathan was going to go to Paddy’s rescue. The thought of something happening to him was more than she could bear. It literally paralyzed her with fear.

In an instant, Paddy raised his gun, took aim, and shot the wild bull. His aim was perfect. The bullet hit the camel right between the eyes, and it dropped dead.

Shouts of applause went up from the Afghans. Jonathan turned to Arabella with a huge smile on his face. When he saw her expression of dismay, his smile faded.

“It’s all right, Arabella,” he said. “The wild bull is dead.”

Arabella said nothing. She stared at Jonathan as if she was seeing him for the very first time, and then threw her arms around him, holding him tight.

Jonathan was bewildered by her reaction, but pleased to have her in his arms.

“It’s all right, Arabella,” he whispered. “You’re safe with me.”

All Arabella could think was that she loved him. In the instant when she thought he was in terrible danger, it hit her. She had deep feelings for Jonathan Weston.


CHAPTER TWENTY
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Edward sat in the Sunset Bar in the northern end of town drinking. He had become a familiar face to some of the colourful locals. Not that they’d got to know him well, as he hardly said a word, but he spent a few hours a day perched on a bar stool, drinking beer.

One of the locals, Cyril Foreman, sat beside him. Cyril was an elderly alcoholic whose life had been mostly disappointing. He’d spent a good part of his seventy years on whaling ships, where he’d lost a leg below the knee. In an effort to get as far from the sea as he could he’d ended up in the desert town of Alice Springs.

Cyril had heard from other locals that Edward had been told by aborigines in town that his daughter’s remains had been found. He hated the aborigines with a passion, since he had one wooden leg and was unable to escape them when they accosted him asking for handouts after the pub had closed. This afternoon he’d had his usual eight pints of beer and he was more than a little inebriated.

“You don’t want to take much notice of what the abos tell you,” he said leaning towards Edward and nearly slipping off his stool.

Edward was deep in his own misery and barely heard him.

“By the time any news they hear has been passed from one to the other across the desert, it gets distorted and twisted. Don’t it, Bert?” he asked the barman.

Edward turned his head. He’d sat beside Cyril before and usually ignored his ramblings. But what he said made some sense, even after five pints.

“That’s true,” Bert the barman said.

“Is it?” Edward asked in surprise.

“Yes,” Cyril said spraying Edward with minute drops of saliva as he leant one elbow on the bar and wagged his forefinger. “Remember when they said Jock McPherson had perished on his way back to his farm, when he hadn’t at all?” he said to Bert.

“What had happened to him?” Edward asked, becoming more than mildly interested. He didn’t want to get his hopes up again but he couldn’t help clinging to any hint of hope.

“Some abos had found him and taken him in,” Bert said. “They looked after him until he was well enough to travel back to his station.”

“Do they do that?” Edward asked. “Do they look after white people if they find them?”

“Sure they do,” Cyril slurred. “Some of them, that is. If you were lost up by the Daly River you might end up as their dinner, though” he added.

“Shut up, Cyril,” the barman said. He knew the last thing Edward needed to hear about was cannibalistic aborigines. “There are quite a few clans that roam the desert that would take a white person in if they needed help,” he told Edward.

“Would they take a white girl in and look after her?” Edward asked, his spirits daring to rise just a little.

“Yes, that’s not to say that happened in your daughter’s case. Many people die out in the desert, but all we’re saying is not everything the abos say is right. I know that’s not much help to you, and not knowing is worse than knowing …”

“No, it isn’t,” Edward said. “I thought it was, but being told your daughter’s remains have been found is unimaginable agony. I’d rather hope that she’s out there somewhere.”

The barman shrugged.

“I can understand that,” he said. With five daughters of his own, he had no trouble understanding how Edward must feel. “Unless you see proof, you really can’t believe everything you’re told. Who’s to say the remains they found were your daughter’s?”

Edward had thought that himself, but if they weren’t Arabella’s then who did they belong to?

“Is it possible the remains were someone else’s?” he asked hopefully. He didn’t like to think someone else was missing a family member, but he couldn’t help being selfish.

“Anything is possible,” Bert said.

Edward went back to the hotel and told Clarice what the barman and Cyril Foreman had said.

For a few minutes she just looked at him and said nothing.

“I know we can’t believe our daughter is alive,” Edward said. “But I prefer to think she’s being cared for by a tribe than dead.”

Clarice didn’t know what to think.

“Hoping is agony, but it’s not as bad as believing our darling Bella is dead,” she finally said.

Neither of them slept that night. All night their thoughts danced between hope and misery. It was the worst night of their lives. Even worse than the night they thought Arabella was dead because at least then they knew she was no longer suffering an unimaginable fate.

The next morning Edward went to see Sergeant Menner.

“What is taking the train so long to get fixed, or the telegraph line?” he demanded to know. He wanted to get out of Alice Springs and do something proactive about finding out if Arabella was dead or not.

“The train line is almost done,” Sergeant Menner said. “As for the telegraph line, the poles come from down south, so it can’t be fixed until the train is running. There aren’t many tall trees out here to use as poles.”

“How did it get done in the first place?” Edward asked.

“The poles were brought up by camel trains. It took months for them to get here from Adelaide.”

Edward’s eyes widened. He hadn’t liked the looks of the Afghans he’d seen in town, but now he wondered if he shouldn’t hire them to take him to all the aboriginal camps to look for Arabella.

“Are there any Afghans living on the outskirts of town?” he asked.

“No, the biggest community is in Marree, with some living in towns like Farina, and Lyndhurst. There’s also a large community in Broken Hill.”

“Damn,” Edward said, and then flushed.

“I’ve asked some aboriginals going south to look for your daughter’s …” Sergeant Menner stopped himself from saying ‘remains’. “For your daughter, sir,” he said. “I’m hoping they might find something that will help identify her. They’re tribal aborigines, not drunks.”

Edward brightened.

“You are not going to like hearing this sergeant, but my wife and I are still hoping the remains the aboriginals found don’t belong to our daughter,” he said.

Sergeant Menner understood.

“If they find something … or your daughter, they’ll report back. They’re heading for a corroborree in the Flinders Ranges, so they’ve agreed to follow the train line closely as far as Marree.”

“Arabella could be living with some clan members,” Edward said. “Some of the locals have said they sometimes take white people in.”

“It’s been known to happen, but it’s …” He had been going to say ‘unlikely’, but stopped himself. “I suppose anything is possible,” he said instead.

“They also told me not to believe what we’ve been told, because it might not be true. It makes sense that the truth could be distorted after it’s gone from clan to clan over hundreds of miles. Especially when it ended up getting relayed by drunks like Billy, Danny and Charlie.”

“If that is the case, the tribal aborigines might hear a conflicting story and we’ll hear it,” the sergeant said. Initially, he had thought it kinder to be brutally blunt with Edward. It was most likely that Arabella hadn’t survived long enough to be taken in by kindly tribal members. Being brutally honest was the way he normally handled things, but he’d watched Edwards’s suffering for weeks now. He’d heard about all the enquiries he’d made to find someone to go out and search with him. He’d become the topic of every bar room discussion. A lot of people in town sympathized with him. He sympathized with him. If he hadn’t been such a realist he might have been tempted to cling to hope along with the Fitzherberts. But he was a realist. He believed Arabella Fitzherbert had perished in the desert.

Edward was happy to have some positive news to report to Clarice.

“I’ve just come from the police station, dear,” he said. “Some aboriginals are going to walk the train line to Marree and search for Arabella,” he told her.

“Be realistic, Edward,” Clarice said. “What are they going to find now?”

“But, dear, Arabella could have been taken in by a tribal clan. The sergeant agreed that the aboriginals would hear about that, and report back to us. He assures me they are not some of the town’s drunken aborigines, but real tribal members.”

Clarice’s hopes were given a spark of life again.

“When did they go?”

“Today, this morning I think. The aboriginals are going to attend a corroborree in the Flinders Ranges.”

“What’s a corroborree?”

“A big meeting I believe. This is really good news, Clarice. I’ve been told the aborigines wander a lot, they call it going ‘walkabout’, so if something extraordinary had happened, like a white girl being found in the desert, the news would get around. I really believe we might hear some positive news very soon.”

“Oh Edward, that would be most wonderful.”

“I suppose the Afghans will be eating the camel tonight,” Arabella said to Jonathan as they walked back to the hotel with Ted and Les following them. She cringed at the thought. She still had a vision in her mind of the crazed, wild camel, just before it was shot dead. It had been the most frightening thing she had ever seen.

“If it’s not full of worms, they’ll eat it,” Ted commented after overhearing her.

Arabella shuddered with revulsion.

“If it has worms, the aborigines’ dogs will eat well tonight,” Ted added.

“I haven’t tried camel meat,” Jonathan said as if the idea intrigued him.

“I don’t want to,” Arabella said emphatically.

Stuart was at the stables with Bess and Uri. While Les and Ted went into the hotel, Jonathan and Arabella stopped to see how the horse and young camel were.

“They’re settling down now, but they were still a bit spooked first thing this morning,” Stuart said.

Uri came to the fence and sniffed Arabella’s face affectionately.

“You gave me quite a scare in the dark,” she said, smiling warmly as she gazed into his soft, brown eyes, fringed in thick lashes. She had come to feel great fondness for the young camel, and knew she would really miss him when she left Marree. Thinking about that, she glanced at Jonathan and suddenly felt deep sadness. She would miss him too.

“Is something wrong, Arabella?” he asked, noticing her sudden mood change.

With Stuart standing alongside him, she couldn’t talk about her feelings.

“No,” she said. She’d become fond of Stuart, too. He was always flirting with her and making her laugh. But what she felt for Jonathan was different. They were certainly two different men.

Jonathan concluded she was thinking about her parents.

Later that afternoon, three men called at the Great Northern. They were workers from Lizard Creek and they’d been checking boundary fences on the property. As one of the boundaries was only a few miles from town, Ruth Maxwell had suggested they stop in for a beer and to deliver a message to Maggie from her.

The first thing they did was drink a large glass of beer in several, thirsty gulps, to ‘settle the dust’.

“Where’s Maggie?” Len Harris asked Jonathan as he poured them all a second glass of beer.

At that moment Arabella brought some clean glasses through to the bar. She was slightly panicked to see the stockmen, and prayed they weren’t planning on staying for dinner, but she greeted them in a polite manner.

“Maggie and Tony are away on Warratah Station for a few weeks,” Jonathan told Len.

“Oh,” Len said in surprise. “It’s not like them to both leave the hotel at the same time.”

“Maggie wasn’t feeling well, so Tony took her out to her sister’s. He was apparently inspecting the sheep on Warratah Station with his brother-in-law when he was butted by a ram. He’s got several broken ribs, so he can’t ride for a few weeks.”

“Ouch, poor Tony.” Len rubbed his ribs as if he could feel Tony’s pain. He was remembering being thrown and gored by a bull he’d been riding at a rodeo in Cloncurry, and the three broken ribs he’d suffered.

“The Maxwells wanted to come in for dinner the day after tomorrow with their manager and two visitors,” he said. “Mrs. Maxwell asked us to call in here to give Maggie notice they were coming.”

Arabella panicked.

“We have no meat here,” she said. “Some shearers passing through finished off all we had left.”

“If we’d known we could have brought a sheep in with us,” Len said.

“No one here can butcher a sheep,” Jonathan admitted.

The stockman looked startled to hear that and Arabella noticed Jonathan was slightly embarrassed to be making such an admission. She suspected he was thinking that somehow it didn’t seem ‘manly’ that none of the men in the pub could kill a sheep and cut it up.

“What about Jacko?” Len asked. “He’s done it before.”

Jonathan flicked a glance at Arabella.

“Wally’s been very ill,” he said. He didn’t want to go into a long explanation, so hoped the stockman didn’t ask too many questions.

“I’ll let Mrs. Maxwell know,” Len said. “If you’ve run out of meat, what have you been eating?”

“Bush tucker, cooked up by the town’s aboriginals,” Jonathan said.

Len laughed.

“It’s been pretty good, but we knocked back the roasted locusts,” Jonathan added.

Len laughed again, and the other stockmen joined him.

“You’re lucky we’ve got a cold beer here,” Ted said from along the bar. “The generator broke down some days ago. We’d just got it fixed when the locusts came through.”

“Strewth, if we’d have rode all the way here and found you didn’t have a cold beer, there’d have been trouble,” Len said. His mates seconded his sentiments and Arabella and Jonathon had the feeling they weren’t joking.

It was the first time Arabella could really appreciate how much the hotel meant to those out on the stations, particularly the stockmen who worked long hours in the heat. It was also a social hub, a place where farmers and their staff kept in touch with what was happening with their neighbours. Obviously it would be a great tragedy to a lot of people if the Great Northern closed up, and she knew that Maggie and Tony would be well aware of that.

The next day, Len Harris was back, accompanied by another stockman, Walt Miser. They walked into the saloon, and he and Walt hoisted a heavy sack up on the bar.

“Mrs. Maxwell said to bring this into you,” he said. “There’s a full sheep in there. It’s skinned and cut up, so you don’t have to do anything but cook it. There’s no charge for it, but the Maxwells and three other people will be in for dinner tomorrow.”

Arabella and Jonathan were momentarily speechless.

“That’s very generous of the Maxwells,” Jonathan eventually said.

“Yes, it is,” Arabella agreed. She was still petrified about preparing food for people, but how could she refuse after the Maxwells had provided them with enough meat to supply guests and themselves? The Afghans journeying to Leigh Creek for supplies were due back the next day. She prayed they arrived on time.

“Please thank the Maxwells and tell them we’ll be ready for them tomorrow evening,” Arabella said.

When the Afghans weren’t back with their supplies by late afternoon the next day, Arabella started to panic. She had ordered some tinned produce to serve with meals, but other than that, they only had flour to make bread, and after the weevils had infected some of the sacks, they didn’t have much of that.

“I’ll make a fire out the back for a barbeque if you like,” Ted said.

“That would be good,” Jonathan said. It would save him slaving over a hot grill in the kitchen.

“We still need something to serve with the meat,” Arabella said, dismayed that she’d be letting Maggie down again if she didn’t provide the Maxwells and their guests with a good meal. She suddenly had an idea, and headed out the back door.

Arabella found Rita, Lily and Missy at their camp.

“I need your help,” she told them. “I’ve got people coming in for dinner from Lizard Creek Station. They’ve provided us with meat, but we have nothing to serve with it.”

“What do you want us to do, missus?” Rita asked.

“I’d like you to find some yams for me. I really liked them, so I’m sure they would, too.” Arabella suddenly realized the aboriginal women would expect to eat with them, and she wasn’t sure the Maxwells would approve. It put her in an awkward position.

“Ted is going to barbeque some meat for the guests, but I’ll give you some meat to cook for your dinner in exchange for the yams,” she added. She thought this was fair, but wasn’t sure whether the women would be offended or not.

Rita and the women understood, so Arabella needn’t have worried.

“That’s all right, missus. Jimmy got a big goanna early this morning,” Rita said.

Relieved, Arabella headed back to the hotel.

The women came through for Arabella. They brought her lots of yams and other types of bush fruits that could be cooked. They also explained how to prepare and cook them and she insisted they have some of the lamb in return. She was in awe of how they found food in the desert, where to the naked eye it looked like almost nothing survived.

“I know the yams are all right, but this other food won’t make our guests ill, like the bush plums did to Stuart Thompson, will it?”

“No, missus,” Rita said. “No bush plums here.”

“Thank you so much,” Arabella said. She was very grateful. She just hoped the Maxwells didn’t mind eating bush tucker.

When the Maxwells arrived at six o’clock with their manager, and Bob’s brother and his wife, the barbeque was well underway. The first thing Arabella did was thank them for the lamb they’d sent.

“There’s no need for thanks. If you need anything at all while Maggie and Tony are away, please let us know,” Ruth said. “People in the bush help each other out. It’s the only way we can survive out here.”

Arabella was beginning to realize how true that was. Even though neighbours lived such a long way from each other, they were more supportive than close neighbours in England. She found it quite astonishing.

Arabella had set a large table in the dining room, using Maggie’s best table cloth and silver candle sticks to decorate it. Ruth Maxwell looked pleased when she saw what a fine job she had done. It turned out she was a lovely woman, and very down to earth. She expressed genuine sympathy and concern for Maggie and Tony and said she might make the trip to Warratah Station to see how they were.

When the barbequed meat, wild yams and other foods were served on a large platter, it all smelt absolutely delicious. The yams and fruits had been cooked with the meat, giving the lamb a glazed appearance and a sweet taste. The Maxwells and their guests didn’t waste any time piling the food on their plates, and complimented the meal enthusiastically.

While Stuart served drinks, Arabella, Jonathan, Ted and Wally, who was walking with a slight limp, ate outside under a tree.

“This meat is really good,” Arabella commented. The lamb was tender as well as full of flavour, and the yams and fruits were divine. When Arabella had eaten, she went inside to see if their guests needed anything.

“That was absolutely delicious,” Ruth commented when Arabella cleared away the plates. “I have had yams before,” she added.

“Have you?” Arabella couldn’t hide her astonishment.

“Yes, but not the other fruits. I must find out what they are because they gave the meat so much flavour.”

“The aboriginal women found them for us. They did say what they are, but it was in their aboriginal language. To be honest, Mrs. Maxwell …”

“Call me Ruth, please dear.”

“Ruth … I wasn’t sure you’d approve of eating bush tucker but I had nothing else to serve with the lamb.”

“I’ve been on a few droves in my day, so I’ve had quite a bit of bush tucker because we have several aboriginal stockmen. I don’t mind it at all.”

Arabella was intrigued to hear Ruth had been on droves. She didn’t look the type to be roughing it around a camp fire. She had class and grace. Arabella could just see her in a fine dining room in a country manor house.

“You’ve really proved your mettle today,” Ruth added. “You should be proud of yourself, Arabella.”

Arabella glowed under her praise, but she knew without Rita, Lily and Missy’s help, everything would have turned out differently.

“I’ve been told you play the piano, Arabella,” Bob Maxwell said. As far as Arabella was concerned, he was perfectly suited to outback Australia, a real man of the land. His skin was bronzed, his shirt sleeves rolled up, he was wearing moleskin trousers and riding boots, and when his well-worn, sweat stained bush hat wasn’t on his head, it was never far from his hand.

“That’s right, I do,” Arabella said.

“Play for us, please,” Ruth said. “It’s been ages since we’ve heard good music.”

Bob’s brother Peter, a quieter version of Bob, and his wife, Jessica, echoed her pleas.

“All right,” Arabella said. She took the dishes to the kitchen and washed her hands.

The Maxwells were very impressed with Arabella’s talent, and quite obviously surprised to have someone in their midst who was so cultural.

“You play beautifully,” Ruth said. “I tinker on the keyboard, but you remind me of my mother, who also had extraordinary musical talent.”

The men headed off to the bar, leaving Ruth and Arabella alone. Arabella decided she would confide in Ruth Maxwell about the plight of the hotel, because she might be able to give her other good suggestions on how to help the McMahons.

“We’ve been trying to come up with a way to raise money for Maggie and Tony,” Arabella said.

“Raise money?” Ruth asked. “Why? Are they in trouble?”

“Yes, I’m afraid so.”

“This is the first I’ve heard of it. Maggie has never given the slightest hint.”

“To be honest, I don’t think Maggie knows the full extent of the trouble. It was quite by accident that I discovered that the hotel is in financial trouble.”

Ruth paled. “Oh, dear.”

“If something isn’t done soon, it may be closed down.”

“That would be dreadful, and not just for Maggie and Tony. The whole community relies on the pub in one way or another. Why don’t you organize a festivity? If you put on a barbeque and some entertainment for the children, it could be a great success. And of course, you must have a piano concert.”

Arabella was totally excited. Why hadn’t she thought of that before?

“Of course,” she said. “If a good number of people came to town, we might be able to raise enough to save the hotel.”

“I’m sure you’d get the numbers.”

Arabella remembered Jonathan’s idea.

“Jonathan has been photographing the outback, and his photographs are absolutely amazing. Now and again he holds an exhibition in the city and he’s been considering taking some of his work there to sell to help Maggie and Tony. It’s a good idea, but the only problem is it would take too long without the train. But if we can get people into town, he could hold an exhibition here and sell some of his work.”

“That’s a marvelous idea,” Ruth said.

Arabella was thrilled that Ruth thought so.

“Maybe we could get the Afghans to give the children camel rides. Do you think they’d like that?”

“Yes, it would be a novelty.”

“And Jimmy Wanganeen could play the didgeridoo, and the aboriginal women could dance,” Arabella said excitedly. She was getting quite caught up in the idea.

“Walt Miser is an excellent whip cracker. He could give demonstrations if you like,” Ruth said.

“I’m open to all suggestions,” Arabella said. “Is there any other talent out on the stations?”

“Plenty. Len used to work the rodeo circuit, but I think the concert should be the main attraction. It would be something most of the folk out here haven’t seen before.”

“In one way, it might be a blessing that the train isn’t running,” Arabella said.

“Why do you say that?” Ruth was aware that Arabella was anxiously waiting for the return of her parents on the train.

“No-one from the bank can get here so it might give Maggie and Tony a bit more time.”

Ruth was touched by what an unselfish sentiment that was.

“Do you know which bank their loan is with?” she asked.

Something in her tone made Arabella nervous. “The Bendigo Bank in Adelaide. Why do you ask?”

“Oh, dear. That’s not good news.” Ruth looked troubled.

“You might have a few days up your sleeve but that is all. The managers at that bank are ruthless. If the loan isn’t repaid on time, they will swoop as soon as it’s physically possible. We had neighbours who had bought their station with a loan from the Bendigo Bank. The minute they were late with their repayments, they repossessed their property and sold off all their worldly possessions. It didn’t matter that their drovers were on their way to market with cattle, or that the sale of the cattle would have enabled them to pay the loan. As far as they were concerned, the money wasn’t paid on time, and that was all that mattered.”

“But they won’t be able to get here, will they?” Arabella said.

“You’d be surprised how resourceful they can be when money is involved. They’ll find a way to get here,” Ruth said. “If I remember correctly, they hired cameleers to bring them to the Smithsons’ property.”

“Then we had better do something as quickly as possible. How should we go about advertising the festivity?”

“Word of mouth, otherwise known as ‘the bush telegraph’, works very well out here,” Ruth answered. “Some stations up the track have a peddle radio, but not all of them. You pick a date, and I’ll see to it that word gets around.”

“I’d have to talk to Jonathan and the others first,” Arabella said.

“When is the payment for the bank due?” Ruth asked.

“In just under three weeks.”

“That brings us to just after Christmas,” Ruth said. “How about a Christmas Eve festivity?”

“Wonderful, but there is so much to organize. I don’t know whether I can do it by myself,” Arabella said. She was sure she couldn’t, but she didn’t want to openly admit she was incapable. She was silently wishing she had her mother with her. Clarice was so adept at organizing functions and parties. That also reminded her that she wouldn’t be spending Christmas with her parents, and she felt heart broken.

“You shouldn’t have to. I’ll tell you what, Bob’s brother and his wife and our manager can go back to Lizard Creek, but Bob and I will stay over night and we can hold a town meeting tomorrow. That way we can get everyone involved in the organization of the fund raiser.”

“All right,” Arabella said. She wouldn’t have thought of something like that and was suddenly very grateful for Ruth’s help. “How far is it to your home from here?” She was thinking about the Maxwells’ guests traveling in the dark.

“If you cut across a few dry creek beds and paddocks, it’s about twenty miles.”

“Wouldn’t that be dangerous in the dark?” Arabella was thinking of Jonathan falling in the dry creek bed.

“No, we’ve done it countless times and it helps to have moonlight. It’s always cooler traveling at night, too.”

Arabella supposed that would be right. Her mind wandered back to what they were planning.

“I don’t think Maggie and Tony would approve of us calling the festivity a ‘fund raiser’,” she said. “I know how proud Tony is.”

“They won’t have to know who will benefit from the festivity until the time is appropriate,” Ruth said confidently.

“But if we tell the people in town, it might get back to them,” Arabella said.

“I see your point,” Ruth said frowning. “We’ve got two choices. We can not mention what the festivity is for and risk a lack of enthusiasm, or swear the townsfolk to secrecy. I say we go for the latter.”

“If you think it will work, then I’m for it.”

“And don’t worry about all that needs doing. You’ll be surprised how easy it is to delegate. It’s the only way to get big jobs done. Now get a pen and some paper and we’ll write down what needs doing and who might do it.”

Arabella did as Ruth requested.

“First, Lizard Creek will supply you with beef and lamb for the barbeque. You can sell a chop or piece of steak on a piece of bread at a reasonable price. We’ll want a few pounds for the meat, but after that the profit is yours and you should do quite nicely.”

“Oh, all right,” Arabella said. She was worried about paying for the meat and Ruth could see it.

Ruth smiled.

“I’m only joking. We’ll donate the meat, of course. Saving the pub is a very worthy cause and no man who likes his beer would argue with that, particularly my Bob. We should also have the piano moved outside to maximize the amount of people who can hear you play. The hay shed at the back of the hotel is empty, isn’t it?”

“There’s a bit of horse feed in it, but not much,” Arabella said, very aware that they were running out of that, too.

“We can move that. The shed would make a good make-shift theatre for you. Jonathan of course must get his photographs organized and displayed, perhaps on the walls of the shed.”

“There’s so much to do isn’t there?” Arabella said, feeling overwhelmed by it all.

“Don’t worry, dear. Once you delegate, it will all come together.”

Arabella had her doubts. She could just imagine everything going wrong.

Arabella didn’t sleep a wink. All night she kept thinking of what needed to be done, and worrying that it wouldn’t happen.

When she got up, she heard shouts outside. She looked over her balcony to see the Afghans had arrived back with the supplies. By the time she got dressed and went downstairs, the camels were kneeling and Ted and Stuart were helping Jonathan and the Afghans unload them.

“We couldn’t get all you wanted,” Arabella heard Faiz say. He handed Jonathan the list of what they had been able to get, and he consulted it. Arabella couldn’t tell whether he was overly concerned or not.

By the time the supplies were unloaded, what the Afghans had brought back looked quite insignificant compared to what they would need if a lot of people descended upon the town and they had no more money. She wondered if they could buy more supplies on credit. She’d been told that was what Fred Powell at the General Store did. His supplies were also very low because he was waiting for the train to come through with an order.

Once the supplies were put in the store, Ruth asked Lily, Missy and Faiz to spread the word that there would be a town meeting at ten o’clock at the back of the hotel, and that everyone was to attend because the town’s future depended upon it.

Two hours later, everyone in town had congregated at the back of the hotel. Firstly, Jonathan addressed them. Standing on a pile of crates so that he could be seen and heard, he began.

“Thank you all for coming.”

“What’s this about?” the store keeper, Fred Powell, asked from the front of the group.

“It has come to our attention that the hotel is in financial trouble,” Jonathan replied.

“Why didn’t Tony tell us that?” Barry Bonzarelli asked from beside Fred. It made Jonathan feel like an outsider, which he knew he was.

“We know he’s been worried, but he either didn’t get a chance to tell anyone the full extent of his problems, or he was too embarrassed to tell us. We know you all rely on the hotel, even those of you who do not drink.” He glanced at the Afghans, congregated together at one side of the group. “If the hotel goes, we all know the town goes, too, and that will affect everyone.”

“What do you propose we do about it?” Barry Bonzarelli asked.

“We’ve come up with the idea of organizing a Christmas Eve festivity. There will be a concert and a photographic exhibition. Mostly all of you have heard Miss Fitzherbert play the piano, and we think she’s good enough to attract a crowd.”

Mumbles went around the group. Ruth stepped up.

“The idea is to raise enough money to save the hotel. Miss Fitzherbert will be the draw-card, but we’ll need everyone’s co-operation. Apart from the concert, Jonathan’s photographs will be put on exhibition and sold. Bob and I will donate some meat for a barbeque. The Afghans might provide camel rides for children. And Jimmy Wanganeen could play the didgeridoo and the women could show a tribal dance.” Ruth stood on her tiptoes to see Jimmy at the back of the gathering. “How do you feel about that, Jimmy?”

Arabella glanced at the old aboriginal and thought he looked proud that he’d been chosen to entertain visitors to the town.

“I’ll do it, missus,” he said. “And the women will dance.”

“Good,” Ruth said. “The idea is to entertain the people who come to Marree in all possible ways. The better entertained they feel, the more money they’ll spend. I’ve made a list of what we’d like certain people to do, but for those of you who aren’t on the list, I’d like you to add your names and beside your name, put what you can do to help save the Great Northern Hotel. We only have less than three weeks, so anything you can think of that might raise money will be most helpful. If we all pull together as a community, anything is possible. We’ve decided it would be best for now if Maggie and Tony don’t know why we’re raising money. They’re proud people, like all of us. We have to spread the word about the festivity to get people to town, but please keep the reason we’re doing this to yourself.”

The group nodded in agreement.

When the meeting broke up, Arabella felt apprehensive. Hardly anyone had come forward to help. She’d even heard Fred Powell say that they wouldn’t get the numbers in town that they were expecting. This made Arabella feel downhearted. She told Ruth what he’d said.

“It’s impossible to predict how many people will come, and there is nothing we do about that.”

“Hardly a soul has been near the list of names,” Arabella said.

“The town has always relied on Maggie and Tony to lead them. Maggie and Tony were the ones that took charge, so I suppose everyone is feeling a bit lost.”

“I wish they were here now,” Arabella said. She’d never felt more inadequate to fill Maggie’s shoes that she did at that moment.

It wasn’t until Ruth and Bob had headed back to Lizard Creek Station, that Arabella had a shocking thought.

“We won’t have enough beer for all the visitors we are expecting,” she said.

“Oh no,” Jonathan said. “And neither enough fuel to keep the generator running.”

“Oh, Jonathan, our plan will fail if we don’t have cold beer in town. What can we do?”

Ted was listening.

“You could get generator fuel from Lizard Creek. Bob usually keeps a good supply. But that won’t solve the beer problem.”

“We’ll just have to ask Dave Brewer from the Transcontinental if he can spare some beer,” Jonathan said.

“We’ll have to do it as soon as possible,” Arabella said. “We don’t have much time.”


CHAPTER TWENTY ONE
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Jonathan asked Paddy to set off that afternoon for Farina. He’d written a letter to Dave Brewer, which Paddy was to pass on, and had instructed the Afghan to take five camels with him, in the hope that the publican of the Transcontinental would give them some beer on credit. In the letter, Jonathan explained they were holding a fundraising festivity. He didn’t mention that the funds raised were needed to save the pub, just in case shearers or stockmen from Warratah heard what was going on from someone in Farina, and word got back to Maggie and Tony. 

Two days later Paddy returned in the morning, but not with good news. Dave Brewer said he couldn’t spare any beer.

“Oh, no,” Arabella cried in despair when Jonathan read out Dave’s reply.

“He apologizes, but says, like everyone else, his supplies are low because the train has been out of commission for weeks. He’s sent a wagon south to Hawker in the Flinders Ranges for beer, but is not sure when it will arrive back.”

“We should have got the Afghans to pick up more beer in Lyndhurst,” Arabella said in frustration.

“I put that on the order, but it was one of the items they couldn’t get.”

Arabella looked dismayed.

“Now what shall we do?”

“I don’t know,” Jonathan said. In all honesty he was stumped for ideas. He knew their plan couldn’t work if they had no beer.

“If word gets out that there’s no beer in town, no-one will come. Why is the train line taking so long to fix? And why is the telegraph line still not working? If it was, at least we could make contact with the outside world.”

Ted walked in.

“What’s that about the outside world?” he asked.

“We may as well be living on another planet out here,” Arabella blurted out.

“Sometimes that’s not a bad thing,” Ted said. There were times he liked the idea that the outside world, with all its troubles, was passing them by.

“I don’t see how that can ever be a good thing,” Arabella said angrily.

Ted was bewildered and looked at Jonathan for an explanation.

“Dave from the Transcontinental can’t spare any beer,” Jonathan elaborated.

“Why not? He makes his own when he runs out.”

“He makes his own?” Jonathan echoed, wide eyed.

“Yes, he always keeps an emergency supply of hops, barley malt and brewer’s yeast. If he looks like running out, he brews a batch. It’s not bad either. I’ve had a few sore heads from a night on his home-made beer.”

“Then he could make us some beer?” Jonathan asked.

“He could. He used to work in a brewery before he moved to Farina, so he certainly knows what he’s doing. Dave’s only problem is laziness. He’ll almost run out of beer before he’ll get off his backside and make a batch.”

Jonathan and Arabella suddenly saw a glimmer of hope again.

“I’m going to Farina,” Arabella said impulsively. “I’ll personally talk him into making us a large batch of beer.” This time she wasn’t going to leave anything to chance.

Jonathan was startled by Arabella’s solo plans.

“Are you sure you want to do that on your own?” he asked.

“Yes, while I’m there I can talk to Moira Quiggley. As president of the Country Women’s Association, she is in a good position to help out with our plans. We need help, Jonathan. We need someone like Moira. We might be able to manage here, cooking the odd meal for guests, but we’re talking about something really big. Moira knows everyone for hundreds of miles and she strikes me as a woman just waiting for some kind of mission to complete.”

Jonathan couldn’t disagree. He realized Arabella must have given their plan a lot of thought, and he was right. She hadn’t been able to sleep for thinking and worrying. Ruth had given her some good ideas, but she needed more than that. She needed someone like Moira by her side.

“It’ll take time to brew the beer, so there’s no time to waste,” Ted said.

“That’s right,” Arabella said. “I’ll have to leave today.”

“Paddy will be tired, so we’ll have to get someone else to take you,” Jonathan said. “Perhaps Faiz won’t mind making the journey with you. I’ll go and ask him.”

Arabella wasn’t keen on Faiz. She felt he’d never really forgiven her for insulting his camels. But she had no choice.

“I’ll pack a bag while you speak to him,” she said.

An hour later, Arabella was saying goodbye to Uri when Faiz turned with up with five camels, two with saddles on them. She was talking to the young camel and bemused by the way he appeared to be listening to her, so she didn’t hear Faiz approaching the stables.

“You be good while I’m away,” she said as she rubbed Uri’s velvety nose. “I’ll return soon, so don’t think that I’ve deserted you.”

Uri made a funny little noise, and Arabella laughed.

When one of Faiz’s camels snorted, she realized she wasn’t alone.

“Oh,” she said feeling embarrassed when she turned and saw the Afghan watching her. She was annoyed that he hadn’t made his presence known to her and scowled at him.

“Are you ready to go?” he asked coldly.

“Yes, I’ll just say goodbye to Jonathan.” She headed for the hotel, wishing someone else was going to take her to Farina. As far as she was concerned, Faiz was a strange little man, and she knew she wouldn’t feel at ease in his company.

“Faiz is here, so I’ll be on my way,” Arabella said to Jonathan in the hotel kitchen.

“All right,” he said, but she could see he was worried.

“I’ll be fine, Jonathan. I’ll be back before you have time to miss me.” She was half joking, because what she really meant was she was going to miss him terribly. Tears pricked her eyes, but she fought to hide her feelings.

“Please be very careful, Arabella,” Jonathan said, taking her hands in his.

It was the first time since they’d kissed that he’d ever done that, and it felt a little awkward.

“I will, I promise,” she said, looking into his dark eyes.

“I wish I was going with you,” Jonathan whispered emotionally.

“So do I, but there’s too much to do here,” Arabella replied. “If by some miracle the train should come through town while I’m away, make my parents get off and wait for me.”

“You can be sure I will,” he said.

As Arabella looked into Jonathan’s eyes it felt like so much more needed to be said between them. She wanted to tell him how she felt about him, but she was afraid, because she wasn’t sure how he’d take it. He seemed fond of her, but his feelings had been restrained since they had kissed and she didn’t know why. She wasn’t to know he was trying to work out how she felt about Stuart Thompson. They often shared a private joke together, making him feel like an outsider.

Jonathan was finding it very difficult to hide his emotions and not say what was in his heart. He’d made several comments to her about Stuart. He often reminded her that Stuart was a little older and he’d said very little about his personal life. He also knew it was only a matter of time until the train came through and she went back to England with her parents.

Arabella glanced at her hands, which Jonathan was unconsciously squeezing, and he awkwardly let them go.

“Sorry,” he said softly.

“That’s all right,” she replied. A part of her wished he hadn’t let go, but she blushed and looked away. “I’d better go,” she said.

“Wait, Arabella,” Jonathan said.

“Yes,” Arabella said hopefully.

“I asked Faiz to bring you a burka to cover yourself with. And a hijab for your head.”

“A burka?”

“That’s the name of the robe the Afghans wear.”

“Why do I have to wear a burka and a hijab?”

“You don’t have to. Faiz suggested it because it will protect your pale skin from the sun.” All traces of the severe sunburn she’d suffered had gone.

“Oh,” Arabella said. She had given her sun-shielding clothes to Maggie. “That’s a good idea.” She was surprised, but mostly suspicious that Faiz had been thoughtful enough to suggest something like that.

Jonathan went outside and Arabella followed him.

“Did you bring a burka and a hijab for Arabella?” he asked Faiz.

Faiz didn’t reply. He turned to a bag tied to his camel and pulled out what looked like a large folded cloth and handed it to Arabella. She unfolded the material and looked at it, but didn’t know what to do with it as the shape was unfamiliar to her. She put it around her but it slid off again.

Faiz made an irritated sound and stepped forward, taking it out of her hands. While she stood rigidly still, he draped it around her body and put the hijab over her head. Both garments were light and surprisingly cool.

“Thank you,” she said stiffly, when he’d finished.

Faiz glared at her, but said nothing. The camel he had for her to ride was kneeling, so she climbed aboard, while Jonathan tied her small bag to the saddle. When Faiz was aboard his camel, he instructed it to stand and Arabella’s camel, which was tied to his, also stood. Jonathan stood by watching, making sure she didn’t fall.

He looked up at her as they were about to go.

“Hurry back,” he said.

Something in the way he said those words touched Arabella’s heart, and she knew in that moment that Jonathan really cared for her. Her heart almost melted with joy, but her happiness was quickly replaced by sadness, as they would be parted when her parents returned.

They had been traveling for nearly an hour in silence when Faiz suddenly spoke.

“Uri is weaned now. He should be in a pen with the other juvenile males.”

His words took Arabella by surprise. She felt he was attacking her, because she cared so much for the young camel.

“But he’s so fond of Bess. He’d miss her. Besides, Paddy said he would normally spend about five years with his mother.”

Faiz shook his head with impatience.

“He doesn’t have his mother. He’s a camel, and he must be trained to work,” he said heartlessly. “It is his destiny.”

“Destiny!” Arabella mumbled to herself. She felt cross at his callous approach, but she decided to say nothing. She had to spend a lot of time alone with Faiz in the desert, so she knew it was best if she controlled her temper. Who could know what he was capable of?

As the hours passed and the camels tirelessly trudged over the scorching sand, the heat was merciless. Luckily for Arabella, Faiz insisted on stopping to pray, so that gave her time to stretch her legs and have a drink. Jonathan had packed her some bread and jam to eat on the journey, which she offered to share with Faiz at noon. He refused, not caring that he was offending her.

“Aren’t you hungry?” Arabella asked him.

“I brought food but I only eat when the sun goes down,” he said.

Arabella was startled, but she didn’t comment. His ‘strangeness’ was in character as far as she was concerned. She decided to keep what she’d offered him to eat later.

When it got dark, they stopped to make camp. Faiz unsaddled the camels and gave them water and feed that had been carted on one of them. Then he rolled out a bed roll for himself and offered Arabella a mat to sleep on. She took it to the far side of the camp fire, as far away from him as she could get. She had no pillow, and he didn’t offer her one, so she used her bag as a pillow. Without speaking, Faiz began to eat what looked like dates and dried meat. He didn’t offer her anything, so she ate the second sandwich she’d brought in silence. Afterwards she lay down on her mat, with her back to Faiz and the fire, and tried to sleep. She had been lying like that for a few minutes when suddenly Faiz spoke.

“What you are doing for Maggie and Tony is a good thing,” he said.

Arabella’s eyes shot open in surprise. Was he actually complimenting her? She sat up and looked across at him. Through the smoke from the fire, he looked even more sly and mistrustful than usual.

“In the short time I’ve been in Marree I’ve come to know how much the pub means to everyone,” she said.

Faiz nodded.

“You are not the same person you were when you came to town,” he said. “I can see you are fond of Uri.”

Arabella was shocked, but couldn’t help smiling.

“I am and I’m … sorry I called your camels stinking creatures. I was speaking from ignorance.”

“Just remember, Uri is not a pet. He will be a working animal, and he will be a good one.” Faiz lay down and went to sleep.

Arabella lay down, too, but she couldn’t sleep. She realized that underneath his ‘strange’ exterior, Faiz was not so bad after all. She thought about what he’d said. She was a very different person from the girl who had gotten off the train in the desert. That person was barely recognizable now. A few short weeks had changed not only her life, but her character as well.

Yet it was unbelievable that it took living in a desolate, dusty town like Marree, amid a curious mix of people, for that to happen. She really felt that Jonathan was mostly responsible for the change in her. He was kind, thoughtful and a wonderful calming influence on her. She couldn’t help wondering, if she went back to her old life, would she revert to being the spoilt, selfish, young woman she had once been? For the first time she seriously questioned if she could ever go back to that idle, pointless life.

As soon as Farina came into view in the morning, and despite her exhaustion, curiosity got the better of Arabella, and she questioned Faiz about the town. It seemed to have once been a thriving little town, but it was obvious that those days had long gone.

“How many people live in Farina?” she asked.

“There is a small Afghan community, and an aboriginal community lives in and around town. Only a handful of white people remain in Farina now, but there are a few more out on surrounding stations.”

He went on to tell her that the town was first proclaimed in 1878, on a reserve known as Government Gums. In 1882, when the narrow gauge railway reached Government Gums, optimists predicted the town would become the centre for a vast agricultural storehouse, but continuous drought saw the end of those plans. However, at the outset, eighty eight blocks of land, ranging from five to eleven acres, were released, and four hundred and thirty two quarter acre blocks. Back then the town grew quickly and over four hundred people moved to Farina.

There were two hotels – The Transcontinental and The Farina – a church, a school and several shops. Farina remained too small to support a hospital, but the District and Bush Nursing Society of South Australia established a “Cottage Hostel” in the Transcontinental Hotel. Due to its isolation and lack of staff, it only operated intermittently. Fifty years later, the population had declined dramatically, most of the shops had closed, and the Farina Hotel was an abandoned building.

While Faiz waited outside, Arabella went into the Transcontinental Hotel. It was a single-storey building, and obviously not as well cared for as The Great Northern Hotel, which reminded Arabella of what Ted had said, that Dave Brewer was a lazy man. There was a veranda along the front, with THE TRANSCONTINENTAL HOTEL written overhead. The veranda hadn’t been swept in some time. Arabella noticed dead locusts against the walls, and it was covered in an inch of dust and lots of ants. She thought of Maggie, who would have cringed.

The bar was deserted when Arabella walked in, but a few moments later, a man appeared, carrying a tray. For a moment he stopped and looked at her in astonishment.

“Mr. Brewer,” she said, thinking he must be the publican.

“The locals just call me Dave,” he said. “Where did you come from?” He placed the tray on the bar and glanced at her clothing with a frown on his face.

“I just arrived in town from Marree,” Arabella said, removing the hijab. “My name is Arabella Fitzherbert.”

“Fitzherbert?” He looked her over while scratching his uncombed hair. She could almost see his mind working. “You’re Fitzi, the piano player I’ve heard about.”

Arabella bristled.

“That’s right, but I don’t like being called Fitzi,” she said.

Dave seemed to ignore her comment.

“What brings you to town?”

“I came to see you, but while I’m here, I’d like to see Moira Quiggley as well.”

“What do you want to see me about?” he asked. He was unshaven, of medium height, and not very well dressed. When he came around the bar, Arabella was shocked to see he wasn’t wearing any shoes, and his trousers were unevenly rolled up to the vicinity of his knees. His feet, as far as she was concerned, were indescribable. She was just relieved it wasn’t wine she wanted made because the thought of those feet tramping the juice from grapes was enough to turn her green.

“I’ve been told you can make beer,” she said, dragging her gaze away from his filthy feet.

“That’s right, I can.”

“We desperately need some beer, so I’m here to ask, to plead with you to make us some.”

Dave’s eyes narrowed and Arabella could see him almost inwardly groan at the thought of doing some work.

“You don’t have any money, do you?” he asked.

She sensed he was looking for an excuse not to make the beer.

“We don’t, but of course, once we’ve sold the beer, we’ll pay you whatever you think is fair.” She hoped that was an incentive.

“I can’t help you,” Dave said. “I’ve sent a wagon south to fetch me some beer, and you’ll have to do the same when you’ve got the money.”

Arabella could see she was going to have to level with Dave if she wanted to ensure he helped them.

“We don’t have time for that. We’re organizing a festivity to be held on Christmas Eve and we need beer for all the people who’ll come.”

“You’re optimistic,” Dave said.

“Yes, I suppose I am.” Arabella glanced around. There was no-one in the hotel as far as she could tell, but she lowered her voice anyway. “It’s for a very good cause, Mr. Brewer.”

“Why are you organizing it, and not Maggie?” Dave asked.

“Maggie is away, and so is Tony.”

“Away? Where?”

“Tony took Maggie out to Warratah Station because she needed to rest. She has a serious heart condition. While Tony was there, he was charged by a ram. He’s got broken ribs, so he can’t get back.”

“Then I suggest you have your festivity when they come back. By then the train should be running again, and we’ll all have plenty of beer.”

Arabella sighed.

“We’re arranging the festivity to raise money for Maggie and Tony,” she admitted.

Dave looked shocked. “For them? Why?”

“The hotel is in financial trouble. If we don’t raise five hundred pounds by the last week of December, it will be repossessed by the bank. Maggie and Tony don’t know we know that, or that we’re doing this for them. Won’t you please help us, Dave?”

Dave sighed and scratched his head again.

“If the Great Northern is closed, the town will soon be gone,” he said slowly.

“That’s right,” Arabella said.

“And so will the local farmers. If that happens, I’ll be affected, too.”

“That’s right,” Arabella repeated, sensing she was winning him over. “Everyone will benefit if we help Tony and Maggie.”

“You need water to make beer, and lots of it if you want to make a lot of beer. I don’t have a lot of water. It rained not long ago, and the tank has some water in it, but I doubt there’s enough for what you need.”

Arabella hadn’t even given that a thought.

“Oh, no,” she said disheartened. “Is there any way you can check how much water you have?”

“I can put a measuring stick in the tank,” he said.

Arabella followed Dave out the back, to where his rain water tank was situated. He climbed on a chair with a long stick and opened a small lid on top. He then lowered the stick inside the hole until he hit the bottom and then pulled it out.

Arabella could see the wet mark and looked at Dave hopefully.

“Is there enough?” she asked when he frowned.

“I’m not sure. How many people are you expecting?”

“I honestly don’t know,” she answered truthfully.

“Five or five hundred?” Dave asked. “I have to know.”

“I can’t be sure. But if a lot of people come and we’ve got no beer, the whole day will be a disaster.”

“I can make you some beer,” Dave said, “but not enough for five hundred thirsty people.”

“I’d appreciate any amount, Dave.” She was desperate.

“Then we have another problem,” he said.

“What’s that?”

“If I make the beer today, it should age for between two and four weeks. At two weeks, which is when you want it for, it might not be the best,” he said.

“As long as we have something to drink, that is all I’m asking. I don’t think anyone will mind if it’s not the best, as long as it’s cold and wet.”

“All right, but I had better get busy straight away. Christmas Eve is fifteen days away, so there’s no time to waste.”

“Oh, thank you,” Arabella said. “But please don’t make it common knowledge that Maggie and Tony are in financial trouble. Tony is very proud, and Maggie is, too.”

“You are gonna owe me, Fitzi.”

“It’s Arabella – and what do you mean I’ll owe you?”

“Arabella is a bit of an uppity name, isn’t it? Have you got rich parents?”

“No,” she said, wondering if he was going to black-mail her. “They have enough money to get by, but that’s all.” She had no intention of telling him how well-off her parents were.

“You have to do something for me if I’m gonna make your beer.”

“What?” She was becoming increasingly nervous.

“You have to play the piano here one day.”

Arabella mentally sighed with relief, but then glanced around.

“Moira said you don’t have a piano here.”

“We don’t, but if we get one, will you come and play it?”

“Yes,” she said, smiling at his optimism.

“Then you have a deal, Fitzi.”

Arabella sighed with exasperation.

Dave had a cellar under the hotel, where he bottled his brew or fermented the ‘wort’ as he called it. While he was in there gathering his equipment, Arabella went down and noticed it wasn’t very clean, but it was cool and he seemed to know what he was doing. Talking incessantly about the process, as she followed him up to the kitchen, he set about making a batch. First he put two big pots of water to boil on the stove. One held one and a half gallons, and the other, five gallons. He told her he’d have to be boiling water most of the day to get enough to make the beer.

Arabella was relieved that he was getting straight to making the beer, because she thought it would be tough to get him going. She knew she had made the right decision in telling him about the plight of the Great Northern Hotel. It obviously had been the incentive he needed.

“Where does Moira Quiggley live?” Arabella asked.

“The Quiggleys’ station is only a few miles from town. Do you want to go out there?”

“Yes, unless she’s coming to town.”

“Moira comes in once a week, but not today. If there is anyone in for a meal, she organizes that.”

“I need to see her today,” Arabella said.

“How did you get here?”

“Faiz Mohomet brought me by camel.”

“You can borrow a horse to go out to Red Hill Station if you want to.”

“By myself?” Arabella panicked. “I might get lost.”

“If you follow the road out of town, you won’t get lost and it’s not that far.”

“In England, ‘not that far’ means half a mile or so, but since being in Australia I’ve learned that ‘not that far’ could be a hundred miles.”

“It could be more than that, but in this case it’s really not that far. About two and a half miles,” Dave said.

“Two and a half miles. And you say I just follow a road.”

“That’ right.”

“How will I know when I get there? Is there a sign?”

“A sign? No. But just over two miles along the road you’ll see a homestead off to the right.” Dave took Arabella outside and pointed to the ‘road’, a barely discernible dusty track going north-east.

A few minutes later, she was heading out of town on a horse, following the ‘road’. Faiz had taken the camels to the Afghan community on the edge of town, where they would be unsaddled, given water and rested. The countryside, although flat and almost featureless, was covered in a faint tinge of green, and dotted with the wildflowers that Rita had mentioned, but Arabella was too nervous about being out alone to appreciate the added colour to the otherwise grey and red land. She prayed the road didn’t peter out, because she needed something to follow. All the while she kept her eyes out for a homestead, especially as she wasn’t the best judge of distance, and one mile seemed like three. After two miles she began to get anxious that she was lost, until finally she saw a house off in the distance, and prayed it was Moira’s.

Red Hill Station, minus the hill she’d been expecting, wasn’t really fenced, and the ‘driveway’ was little more than a rutted track that meandered to the house, set back half a mile from the road. As Arabella neared the house, she could see it was half stone, while the other added on section was clad in iron. It had a sagging, rust-coloured iron veranda on the front, supported by posts that termites had nearly eaten through. The front door was open, but she couldn’t see inside because of the glare of the sun outside.

After tying her horse to what looked like the strongest of the veranda posts, she stepped up onto the veranda and called Moira. Her eyes slowly adjusted to the dim interior of the house, so she could see up the long hallway, to the back door, which was open. Moira was taking washing off the line outside the back door, and beyond that were miles of virtually nothing. It mystified Arabella how someone could live in the middle of nowhere.

Knowing Moira couldn’t hear her calling, Arabella stepped inside and slowly made her way down the hallway, glancing into rooms either side as she went. There was a small sitting room at the front. It contained faded, overstuffed armchairs and a small table. Then there were three bedrooms, two on the right of the hallway and one on the left, and then a large kitchen at the back and a room with a tin bath in it, and a wash tub. At the back door, Arabella called Moira again.

Moira almost jumped with fright when she heard a strange voice. She put her hand up to shield her eyes from the sun and looked in Arabella’s direction.

“Who is that?” she asked.

“Arabella Fitzherbert, from the Great Northern Hotel.”

Moira’s mouth dropped open.

“Would you believe it? What the Dickens are you doing here?”

“I had some business in town, but I wanted to see you, too.”

“Well isn’t that marvelous?” Moira said, picking up her laundry basket and heading for the back door. She stopped and looked at Arabella again. “I can’t believe you are here. Come and sit down. I’ll make us both a cup of tea and something to eat.”

Arabella was parched, so tea sounded good.

“Where is your husband? And your sons?” The house was quieter than a church full of nuns, but Arabella refrained from saying so.

“They’re out moving the cattle around to get some feed. After the bit of rain we had, there is a bit of feed, so things are looking up.”

Arabella wondered if Moira spent much of her time alone.

“What brought you to Farina? Not that I’m not pleased to see you – it’s just unexpected.”

“As I said I had business, with Dave Brewer.”

“What kind of business?”

“We’re nearly out of beer at the Great Northern, so Dave is going to make us a batch of his home-made beer.”

“Oh,” Moira said. “It’s not to my taste, but the men don’t mind it. Did Maggie come with you?”

“No, Maggie and Tony are visiting her sister and family on Warratah Station.”

“Are they? I hadn’t heard that.”

It was obvious to Arabella that Moira was surprised she hadn’t heard that.

“They haven’t been gone long, but they won’t be back for awhile.”

“Really? It’s not like them to leave the hotel. Is something wrong?”

Arabella realized Moira wouldn’t stop questioning her until she knew the whole truth, or at least most of it.

“Maggie wasn’t feeling well, so Tony took her out there for a rest. He intended to return immediately, but he was charged by a ram, and has broken ribs.”

“Oh, dear,” Moira said, pouring cups of tea, and slicing cold meat and bread retrieved from a meat safe where the flies couldn’t get it. She also placed a jar of pickles on the table, casually knocking off ants as she did so. “So who is looking after the hotel? Surely not … you.”

“Maggie asked me to look after things, but not alone. Jonathan Weston is helping, too, and I don’t know what I’d do without him. We have planned a festivity for Christmas Eve, and I’m here to ask for your help, Moira.”

Moira looked surprised, but equally delighted.

“Anything I can do, dear, you know I will.”

“I thought as president of the Country Women’s Association you are in an excellent position to give me practical advice and help.” Arabella suddenly wondered if she wasn’t putting too much on Moira. “If you have too much to do here on the farm, I’ll understand Moira. You obviously have no help.”

“I don’t need help,” she said indignantly, “but I do need something else to think about, apart from what to feed my lot when they come in of an evening.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure,” Moira said patting Arabella’s hand. “Now why are you having a Christmas Eve festivity? Not that it isn’t a great idea. Is it a benefit of some kind? Out here, that’s the only reason we do things, to raise money for one needy cause or another.”

“Yes, we want to raise money,” Arabella admitted. She wanted to confide in Moira, but at the same time she feared Moira loved gossip and whatever she told her would spread faster than a plague of locusts.

“I … don’t want what I’m going to say to get back to Tony and Maggie,” she said. “That’s very important, Moira.”

For a moment Moira said nothing. Arabella hoped she was considering, very carefully, the idea that she couldn’t say anything to anyone.

“You have my word, it won’t,” Moira said. She was so intrigued; she would have promised her soul to the devil to gain Arabella’s trust.

“The hotel is in financial trouble and if we don’t raise five hundred pounds by the last week of December, it will be repossessed.”

Moira sat back with her mouth open.

“You don’t say,” she said. “Poor Maggie.”

“I don’t think Maggie knows that there’s a possibility the hotel will be re-possessed,” Arabella said carefully.

“Then how do you know?”

“I found out by accident. The wind blew Maggie and Tony’s bedroom door open, and their papers were all over the floor. I picked them up, not meaning to pry. As I was putting them in a drawer I saw a statement and letter from the bank. Of course I had noticed how worried Tony has been, and with Maggie not well, he probably didn’t want to worry her. Even though Jonathan Weston and I are not locals, in the short time we’ve been in Marree, we know how much the pub means to everyone. Ruth Maxwell was in town the other day and she suggested we hold a festivity with a piano concert. And Jonathan usually exhibits his photographs and sells them in the city, but if we can get people to come into Marree, he’ll exhibit them in town.”

“That’s a good start and I’m sure you’d draw people into town. There is so much more we can do though, like jumble sales, cake stalls, sewing displays, book stalls and a household goods stall.”

Arabella was delighted.

“That’s a wonderful idea,” she said. She knew consulting Moira was the right thing to do.

The two women chatted for another hour, Moira telling Arabella who could do what, and about the successes they’d had in the past. In the end Arabella felt so much better about everything, although in the back of her mind she was still worried about the beer getting to Marree on time.

Arabella was just thinking about going back to town, when Phil and their sons came home. They were understandably surprised to find Moira had a visitor. To Arabella’s delight, Moira told Phil and their boys, Jacob and Frederick, about the festivity, but did not mention anything about raising money to help the McMahons.

“I will be helping Arabella, and of course, we will all attend the concert,” she said.

Phil didn’t even blink at her suggestion, so Arabella had the feeling he was used to being told what they were doing.

“What about the farm animals?” Arabella asked. She’d seen stables at the back of the property with horses in the yards, but she was thinking of the cattle, too.

“Our neighbour will take care of them,” Moira said. “We do the same for him if he has to go away.”

“Oh,” Arabella said. She hadn’t noticed any other houses nearby, but she remembered that a ‘neighbour’ could be miles away. “Well I had better get back to town. I’ll be staying overnight at the pub, but then I must begin the journey back to Marree in the morning. There’s so much to do.”

“Did you travel with someone?” Phil asked.

“Yes, I came by camel with Faiz Mohomet.”

“We’ll get to Marree on the twenty second of the month,” Moira said, as Arabella mounted her horse. “That way, I’ll have a full day to organize all the stalls.”

It was now late afternoon, and Arabella didn’t want to be riding in the dark, so she set off at a canter. When she arrived in town, she spoke to Faiz before heading for the hotel.

At the hotel, Dave was busy in the cellar when Arabella went in search of him. She could smell a strange odour coming from the kitchen stove.

“I’m staying the night and then heading back to Marree in the morning,” she said. “Faiz will take me, but we’ll leave three camels here, and one of the local Afghans will bring the beer to us when it’s ready. He can then return with your money after we’ve sold it. The beer will be ready on time, won’t it?” She had to be sure.

“Yes, but it won’t be the best because it won’t have had long enough to mature.”

“That’s all right. Beer is beer,” Arabella said.

Dave was well aware that only someone who didn’t drink beer would say that.

“If you’re staying the night, you can give me a hand to get these bottles up to the kitchen,” he said.

One whole wall of the cellar was stacked with rows of bottles from the floor to the ceiling. Arabella groaned, but rolled up her sleeves.


CHAPTER TWENTY TWO
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By the time Arabella got back to Marree with Faiz, she was so exhausted it took all her strength to dismount from her camel. When she did, Faiz had to hold her arm to steady her for a few moments. They hadn’t left Farina as early as she would have liked because she’d been helping Dave get the beer started. As he had more than one pot on the boil at a time, she had to help him stir the wort.

It had been late afternoon time by the time they began the journey back and the sun had been merciless. More than once she had been close to fainting, but knew if she fell from the height of the camel she’d do herself serious harm. Faiz did his best to help by talking her through the dizzy spells. He instructed her to take deep breaths and drink plenty of water. Even so, she begged him to keep going when it got dark, because it was so much cooler.

Faiz had at first been reluctant, because he did not want to travel without daylight, but he could see how the heat of the day had affected Arabella, so he gave in to her request. In doing so, their journey the second day was shorter, and they arrived in Marree earlier than expected.

“Arabella,” Jonathan said in delight, when she entered the hotel’s kitchen. His smile turned to a frown when he saw how frail she was.

She wearily flopped onto a chair.

“I have to say, Jonathan,” she said breathlessly, “My respect for the Afghans and their camels has grown tremendously. The desert heat almost kills me, but they handle it with such ease. They’re … simply amazing.”

Jonathan was pleased that Arabella could finally see beyond the smell and looks of the camels and their handlers, and appreciate their ability. He had secretly hoped the trip would open her eyes, and that she’d see what he saw in the outback; the beauty and complexity of the desert and the people who lived there. He felt this was starting to happen, and it pleased him immensely. He poured Arabella a glass of water, which she gratefully accepted and drank without a pause. He then poured her another, which she sipped more slowly.

“I’m all right,” Arabella insisted when she noted how worried he looked. “But it’s so good to be out of the sun.” She unwrapped the hijab around her head, which was wet with perspiration. The hijab and the burka had done their job. Apart from a very small amount of skin around her eyes, she wasn’t sunburned at all.

“Were you successful with Dave Brewer? Did he agree to make us some beer?”

Arabella noted Jonathan’s anxiety.

“Yes, once I told him what we needed it for, he started straight away. He wasn’t going to do it though, not until I explained the reality of the situation.”

“At least he’s started,” Jonathan said in relief. While Arabella had been away, Ted had told him stories about Dave, so he hadn’t liked her chances. He claimed Dave was notorious for being stubborn and lazy. Ted said, once Dave made up his mind about something, he rarely changed it, even if he knew he was wrong. He’d apparently married an English girl he’d met when the train broke down near Farina. As the story goes, she’d found his larrikin Aussie charm appealing at first, but the marriage had only lasted a few months. As soon as the train was running again, she packed her bag and got on it because he’d obstinately refused to change any of his habits to accommodate her, including his bathing ritual, which only took place once a week.

“Things really came undone when she received some brand new linen from her family in England as a wedding gift,” Ted told Jonathan. “It seems that she’d been so excited after sleeping between Dave’s old sheets, which were an appalling colour and moth eaten, that she’d put the new bed linen on the marital bed straight away. And what did Dave do? He jumped in with his filthy feet.”

Just picturing it, Ted laughed.

“I was told the poor girl nearly went hysterical. She kicked him out to have a wash down or at least wash his feet, calling him all sorts of colourful names, but he never went back. By all accounts she was a pretty girl, too. The locals from Farina said any normal man would have washed from head to toe to sleep beside her, but not Dave. It seems he’d rather lose a wife than change his habits. That’s how stubborn he can be.”

“Ted said he’s one of the most pigheaded men he’s ever met, so I was a bit concerned he’d turn you down,” Jonathan said to Arabella.

“I thought he might, too,” she admitted, “but he said if the Great Northern closed, he would be affected, too. He’s a bit concerned about how the beer will taste, though.”

“Why?”

“Because it takes a minimum of two weeks to mature. It should be left for four weeks. I said it didn’t matter too much what it tasted like, as long as we had something to offer.”

“It will be drinkable, won’t it?”

“Yes, I’m sure it will be. As a publican and a former brewery worker, Dave is probably very fussy about the taste.” Arabella was thinking he wasn’t fussy about much else, though, including his personal hygiene. “He’s also not sure how much he’ll be able to make because he doesn’t have much water. I must confess that was something I didn’t even think about.”

“No, neither did I.”

”I saw Moira Quiggley, too,” Arabella continued, “and she’s agreed to help. She’ll be here on the twenty second to organize stalls. She’s going to contact as many country women as she can in the meantime, and get them organized.”

“It sounds like our plan might work,” Jonathan said. He’d missed Arabella so much, and wished he could tell her, but he held back for fear of ruining their friendship. He also found himself feeling shy about it, especially with Stuart Thompson around. How could he compete with someone so witty and worldly, when he was just a serious photographer?

“I’m not so sure, Jonathan. So much could go awry. I made Dave promise to send us word if anything goes wrong while he’s making the beer in the next few days. If that happens, we’ll have to cancel the whole thing, or we might have a riot on our hands.”

“Dave will come through, you’ll see,” Jonathan said reassuringly.

“I’m still worried that no-one may come to town,” Arabella couldn’t believe word would spread far without the telegraph line. “We’ll owe Dave for the beer and Maggie and Tony are already in debt up to their necks.”

“There’s no use worrying, Arabella. We can only do our best, and pray.” In actual fact, Jonathan wasn’t feeling very confident at all, but he couldn’t tell Arabella that. She was depending on him. “You’re exhausted, and I’ve done all the morning chores. Why don’t you go upstairs and lie down for a while?”

“All right,” Arabella said, struggling to her feet. She couldn’t wait to undress and have a wash. She felt so sticky after perspiring for days and was sure she smelt like a stinking camel. She couldn’t believe Jonathan could stand to be in the same room with her. She was also looking forward to having a lie down on her bed after sleeping on the hard ground the previous night. She hadn’t been able to find a patch of ground in the dark that didn’t have stones on it, so she’d been most uncomfortable and ached all over. “But just for an hour.” She was too aware that they had so much to do before the concert.

“I won’t head for Lizard Creek Station until you’ve had a rest,” Jonathan said.

“What? You’re going away?” Arabella was dismayed.

“I was going to fetch some generator fuel. You know we’ll need it.”

Arabella felt disappointed.

“Can’t one of the Afghans go?”

“Paddy was going with me.” He dared to hope she’d miss him, and not just for the help he was giving her.

“Couldn’t he go alone, Jonathan? I can’t handle this place by myself.” She had Stuart and Ted, but that wasn’t the same.

Jonathan was dismayed to realize it was just his help she needed and not his company. His only consolation was that she hadn’t yet asked about Stuart.

“Paddy could ask for the fuel, Arabella, but I also need a small part for the generator which I’m holding together with a piece of string at the moment, and apparently Bob Maxwell has a few spare bits and pieces. I can’t pass on a description of it through Paddy, that would never work, and not being mechanical I don’t know the name of it, so I’ll have to point it out on Bob’s generator and ask him how I can replace it, or fix it.”

Arabella understood that it would be a disaster if the generator broke down again, but that didn’t make her feel any better.

“If you have to go, go now so you are back sooner,” she said. “Ted is here to look after the bar, isn’t he?”

“Yes. He can watch the bar and serve any customers while you rest.”

Arabella prayed no-one came to town, but she didn’t say anything to Jonathan. She didn’t want to appear immature. She wanted him to see her as a capable woman, someone he could care for deeply. She’d missed him so much she also wanted to throw her arms around him and hold onto him for dear life, but she restrained herself.

Arabella stood under the shade of the hotel veranda as Jonathan and Paddy mounted their camels.

“Oh, I almost forgot,” Jonathan said, shading his eyes from the glaring sun. “Terry went out of town this morning.”

Arabella wasn’t pleased with this news. If there was any trouble, she’d need him.

“Why?” she asked.

“A worker from Wangaratta Station came in to get him. Apparently they’ve found remains of some of their cattle and think the aboriginals are killing them.”

“That doesn’t make sense when they can find an abundance of bush food for themselves,” Arabella said. They would have starved without the local aboriginals finding food for them and Wangaratta Station couldn’t be in a country that was more hostile than that around Marree.

“I know, but Terry said sometimes they do take a steer. I suppose it’s too much of a temptation when they’re out hunting. The farmers turn a blind eye to one or two of their steers going on a yearly basis, but if there are more, they’ll want someone to put a stop to it. In a drought, every animal is precious. Terry said their first reaction would have been to start shooting aborigines, but luckily someone came in for him instead.”

Jonathan could see that Arabella wasn’t happy that Terry was out of town. He knew she’d been even less pleased with what else he had to tell her.

“Stuart went with Terry, Arabella.” He watched her reaction closely.

“He did?” She was startled, and dismayed. “Why?”

“Terry knew he’d spent some time amongst the Kuarna people about a year ago, and they are the clan suspected of taking the steers, so he thought he might be able to help.”

“I didn’t know that,” Arabella said.

“Neither did I,” Jonathan said. “But we shouldn’t be surprised as he reveals very little about himself.” Jonathan knew it was spiteful, but he hoped to hint at the possibility that Stuart had something to hide. He didn’t tell her that Terry had heard that the Kuarna people thought very highly of Stuart.

“Terry thought he might be able to liaise between them and the farmers so that there’s a peaceful solution. Otherwise, there could be more trouble and someone might get killed.”

She wished Terry had taken Wally as he still treated her with disdain.

“Did Stuart take Bess?”

“No, he and Terry went by camel and a cameleer went with them. I’m sure everything will be quiet for the next few days, but Rita will help you out if you need her.” He hoped she felt reassured.

Arabella nodded and tried to smile, but if Rita got drunk, she wouldn’t be any help at all. She watched Jonathan and Paddy ride away, and then went upstairs to have a wash and lie down. There was no-one in the pub except Ted and Wally, who were sitting in the bar having a yarn.

Arabella slept for much longer than she intended. She was woken by a rowdy noise in the bar just as the sun was setting. She hurriedly dressed and then headed downstairs to see what was happening.

Ted was behind the bar and Wally was still perched on the same stool he had been on when Arabella went to bed, and was now quite drunk. Arabella was dismayed to see Rita standing beside him, and rows of empty glasses were lined up on the bar. It was apparent that Rita was also three parts drunk, and Wally looked about to fall off his stool.

“Oh, no,” Arabella groaned. A nightmare was coming true. She didn’t have to be a genius to work out that Rita and Wally had been having a drinking competition, and it looked like Wally was losing if the state of him was anything to go by. Since he’d been speared and lost weight, he couldn’t hold his drink. Missy and Lily, and another couple of very young aboriginal girls that Arabella hadn’t seen before were sitting in the corner of the bar with drinks in front of them. They dropped their heads in shame when Arabella appeared, and the young girls slinked out.

“What’s going on?” Arabella demanded to know.

Les Mitchell was encouraging Wally to go another round.

“I’ve got a quid on you, Jacko. Don’t you let me down,” he said.

“This white fella thinks he can out drink Rita,” Rita said to Arabella. Her eyes were so wide; the whites were showing, making her look crazy. “No way, mate,” she said, slapping Wally on the back so hard she nearly knocked him off his stool.

“Why didn’t you wake me?” Arabella addressed Ted, who looked like he’d had more than a few drinks himself.

Ted shrugged.

“What for?” he said, as he poured two more glasses of beer for Wally and Rita.

“Stop that,” Arabella demanded. “Can’t you see these two have had enough?” Wally wasn’t supposed to be drinking until he fronted a magistrate. It was a condition that Terry had set down.

“We’re only having a bit of harmless fun,” Ted said.

Wally picked up one of the full glasses, and so did Rita.

“Scull, scull, scull,” shouted Ted, Les and the girls, as Rita and Wally drained their glasses in greedy gulps. Frothy remnants of beer ran from their lips and dropped down their already saturated fronts, but neither cared as they simultaneously thumped their empty glasses onto the bar. Rita cheered, calling for another, and then burped loudly. Wally did the same, but then – very slowly – his head crashed onto the bar. He was out cold, and slowly began to slide off his stool. Arabella was disgusted, but instinctively tried to catch him. However, his dead weight was too much for her, and he landed on the floor with a thump. She glared at Les, really angry that he’d stood by and done nothing to save his so called ‘mate’. Before she could say something, Rita began shouting.

“I won!” she yelled.

Arabella couldn’t believe that was all she cared about.

“I told ya I’m a better drinker than you,” she said, bending over Wally, who of course couldn’t hear her. She was pointing an accusing finger, but he was already snoring loudly.

“Strewth!” Les said, snarling at Wally’s prostrate figure. “You’ve really let the blokes down, mate.” He begrudgingly handed a pound note to Rita, who gleefully snatched it and began jumping up and down, cheering. At one point, her giant frame became unbalanced and Arabella cowered in her shadow as she almost toppled over, not sure which way to dart to safety. Luckily Rita just managed to keep her feet.

Lilly and Missy cheered for Rita, who, without any shame, began fossicking between her ample, beer soaked bosoms, for a safe place to deposit the pound note. She then staggered over to their table where they congratulated her, no doubt hoping she’d be generous with her winnings.

Arabella was angry. She’d been nursing Wally’s wound for what seemed like weeks, and he’d finally come good, so she was disgusted to see him get himself into such a sorry state. She knew it was no use berating Ted and Les, as they were also drunk, so she turned her attention on Rita and headed over to her.

“I think you should go,” she said quietly, “and take Lily and Missy with you.” She was still a little sleepy, so she wasn’t thinking of the consequences of asking Rita to leave.

“What ya talkin’ bout, missus?” Rita said. “I’m gonna play the piano for my mates.”

Arabella assumed she meant the aboriginal girls and blinked in surprise. Rita was normally very shy about playing, uncharacteristically so, admittedly. Arabella could only come to the conclusion that the combination of her winning the drinking competition and being quite intoxicated had given her confidence that didn’t match her capability, but she wasn’t sure how to tell Rita that.

“Not this evening, Rita,” Arabella said. Apart from being in no mood to give her a lesson because she was still tired and weak from hunger, she didn’t want her to make a complete fool of herself.

“I want to play now,” Rita said, heading for the lounge.

Arabella followed her, intent on making her aware that she would not be giving her a lesson. She could feel a headache coming on.

Ignoring her, Rita lifted the lid over the keyboard and flopped down on the stool, almost slipping off the corner. Arabella didn’t notice one leg on the stool had bent under Rita’s weight, and neither did the aboriginal woman. She only laughed and began plonking on the keys harder than ever, making a terrible din.

“Stop that God awful noise,” Les shouted from the bar.

Arabella heard him loudly groan, and Ted also made an unkind comment, but Rita was enjoying herself, oblivious to everything else around her.

“Don’t be so hard on the keys,” Arabella said to Rita, but her pleas went unheard. Still sleepy and weary, Arabella put her hands over her ears while Rita thumped the keyboard. As far as she was concerned, what Rita did to a piano was abuse of a beautiful instrument, and she couldn’t take it anymore. Her nerves were completely frayed and she desperately wished Jonathan was with her. How could she be expected to handle drunks?

Finally, Arabella snapped.

“For goodness sake, stop it,” she shouted.

Rita looked at her incredulously.

“That is not how you play a piano,” Arabella almost screamed. “You are meant to move your fingers over the keyboard softy to get the correct note. When I play, does it sound like that? Face it, Rita. You are never going to be a piano player, so stop thumping the keys before you break them.”

Rita stared at her wide-eyed as it took a few moments for her words to sink in, and then slowly she got to her feet. For once her towering figure didn’t intimidate Arabella who was too tired, distracted and angry to notice that she’d been offensive. It wasn’t until Rita pushed past her in stony silence, shouting for the girls to follow her as she left the hotel, that Arabella realized what she had done.

For a few moments Arabella stood still and replayed in her mind what she’d said. When the full impact hit her, she groaned.

“Oh, no,” she said. “What was I thinking?” She had the feeling that upsetting Rita was worse than upsetting Wally. How was she going to react? Rita was unpredictable at the best of times. Arabella felt sick when she realized she had no-one to back her up. Ted and Les couldn’t be relied upon. Not only that, but at least Rita could be useful at times, which was more than she could say for Wally.

Arabella looked at Wally, Ted and Les. She was annoyed with herself, but even angrier with them. She marched over to them, her fury building with every step she took.

“You two can take this sorry excuse for a human being out of the pub. He’s not staying here anymore.” When she thought of all the times she’d run upstairs to re-dress his wound and bring him food and drink, she cringed. “If he’s well enough to get himself in this state, he’s well enough to take care of himself at Frankie Miller’s house. And the pub will be closed tomorrow. I’m not having a repeat of this.” She waved an accusing finger at the Wally’s prostrate form on the floor.

“You can’t do that,” Les said disbelievingly.

“Oh, yes I can. Jonathan and I were left in charge, and he’s not here, so it’s up to me what happens.”

“Closing the pub won’t be good for business,” Ted said.

“It can’t make it much worse,” Arabella countered. “Were Wally and Rita paying for the competition drinks they were pouring down their throats? Were the aboriginal women paying for theirs?” She glared at Ted who was still behind the bar, and he looked shame faced and guilty.

“I think you are all bad for business,” Arabella said.

“We run up a tab admittedly, but we pay it… eventually,” Les said defensively.

“Well you won’t be running anything up tomorrow,” Arabella said, “because the doors will be closed.” With that she marched into the kitchen to get herself something to eat. She was vaguely aware of Les and Ted struggling to pick Wally up and complaining about having to half drag and carry him to Frankie Miller’s house, but she didn’t care as long as they were gone.

After eating some bread and jam, Arabella locked the hotel doors and went upstairs. She intended to enjoy the solace for a while. It would give her time to think. As far as she was concerned, the men and Rita would have to apologize before she let them back into the hotel. She kept thinking of Maggie and wondering how she would have handled the situation. She was sure Maggie wouldn’t take any nonsense.

Before retiring, Arabella took advantage of the peace and quiet to make notes about the Christmas Eve concert. She listed the stalls Moira had spoken about and also made a list of the pieces of music she would play at the concert.

She had never played for such a large audience. She tried to imagine how her mother would have handled it. Clarice had always had a quiet confidence about her that Arabella had envied. She very much wanted to emulate that poise and make her mother proud. But foremost in her mind was repaying the kindness that Maggie and Tony had shown her. She kept remembering how Tony had thought she was using them, and she wanted to prove him wrong.

An hour or so passed quickly, and Arabella began to yawn incessantly, so she decided to retire. She was about to do so when she thought she had better check one more time that all the doors and windows were locked downstairs. After doing so, she began to mount the stairs, all the while listening to the strange noises the old hotel made. Somehow, alone, they seemed louder, and scarier. She was reminded of Maggie mentioning that the roof made strange sounds as it expanded in the heat and shrunk in the cool night air, but was that all it was? Noises came from the side of the hotel, and the front and downstairs out the back. She began to wonder if Wally was trying to frighten her again. She’d make sure he couldn’t get in.

Upstairs, Arabella locked all the doors, except her balcony door. For a short while she stood outside. It was growing dark and she could see a light off in the distance, at Frankie Miller’s house. But other than that, the town seemed deserted. She decided to go to bed. The sooner she went to sleep; the sooner day break would come.

It took Arabella half the night, all the while trembling beneath the sheets, before she finally fell asleep. A noisy magpie woke her soon after day break. It was perched on the railing around the balcony.

“Go away,” Arabella shouted grumpily, and it flew off, heading for a tall tree. She got up and went downstairs. The deserted hotel seemed eerily quiet, but she tried to ignore her fears and go about her morning duties like she would any other day. First, she fed the chickens and then went to feed Stuart’s mare and Uri. She wondered if Stuart and Terry would be back soon. Uri was now eating dry feed with Bess, so Paddy didn’t need to give him bottles anymore. The young camel was still very close to the patient mare, though. Arabella remembered what Faiz had said about him being put in with the young male camels, ready to begin training, and she knew she would miss him terribly, and that he would miss Bess.

While Arabella was feeding the camel, horse and chickens, she kept a look out for one of the men, or Rita and the girls. She expected them to come around, if only to apologize for their behaviour, but she didn’t see a soul.

“They’ll be back,” she told herself. “They can’t do without a drink for long.”

The day dragged, and still not a soul appeared at the hotel. Arabella kept thinking of excuses to go outside, although she wouldn’t admit to herself that she was hoping to see someone. The town seemed deserted, probably no more than usual, but her loneliness made her notice it more. She didn’t want to go over to the Ghan town because Paddy wasn’t there, and she didn’t have any money to go to the bazaar to see Mohomet Basheer, so she spent the long hours by herself at the hotel. She cleaned the bar and dusted, trying to keep up Maggie’s standards. It was very hot, and the work made her perspire by the bucketful, but having something to do helped fill the empty hours of a long day.

Finally evening came, and still no-one had come by to get a drink. Arabella couldn’t be bothered lighting the fire box under the grill just to cook two eggs, so she had bread and cheese for her supper. She found a box of books in a cupboard, and began reading a novel on a chair on the balcony. There wasn’t really a cool breeze, but being up high made her feel a little cooler and she had a good view of the town. When the sun dipped on the far western horizon, there wasn’t enough light to see, so she went inside.

Earlier, she’d poured the last of the fuel into the generator. She had no idea how long it would last, so she hoped Jonathan returned the next day, or what little beer they had would become warm. About eight o’clock, Arabella was out the back, checking on Bess and Uri, when she heard the generator motor splutter, cough, then die. The outside light at the back of the hotel went out.

“Oh, no,” she said. She knew it was no use opening the fuel tank because it was too dark to see inside. She could only assume the fuel had gone. Suddenly she realized it was a blessing that they had no customers. She couldn’t handle a riot, even a small one. Her first instinct was to find Ted and get him to check the tank, but pride held her back. If he and the others couldn’t come back and apologize, she’d be damned if she’d seek their help.

Arabella went inside the hotel, but as the generator ran the lights, she was trapped in total darkness. She felt her way around and checked the doors were all locked, before she climbed the stairs to her room. She lay down on her bed and curled up. She wanted to cry because she was suddenly filled with self pity, but she held her tears back and listened to the strange noises the hotel made.

As she heard each one, she tried to figure out what might be the cause. Her door was open, and she could see shadows in the hallway. Her heart thudded with fear as her imagination ran riot. Were the shadows moving? She realized she’d never really been alone in her life, except for the time she was lost in the desert. If her parents had been out socializing, she always knew the housekeeper was in the house somewhere. She began to think of Rita and the aboriginals. What if she’d offended Rita so much she wanted revenge? What if she sent some aboriginals to do her harm?

Arabella sat up and mentally chastised herself. She wasn’t thinking rationally and she knew it. Of course Rita wouldn’t retaliate. She was just being silly.

Suddenly she heard a noise out the back. It wasn’t a creaking noise, it was a bang followed by a rattling sound. She went into the hallway and listened carefully from the top of the stairs. There it was again. It was definitely a rattling sound. She gasped in shock. It was the door knob. Someone was trying the door. During the evening she had admonished herself for letting her imagination run wild, but this time she knew that was not the case. Someone was definitely rattling the back door knob.

It was probably Wally. He knew she was alone, with no one to come to her rescue. He was taking his chance to get even. Her heart began thudding wildly. She crept slowly down the stairs, all the while listening. As she got to the kitchen door, she could see the window, and a dark shadow passed. She put her hand over her mouth to stifle a scream. A moment later, the shadow returned and tried to lift the window. Arabella was that terrified her mouth went dry and a strangled moan rose from her throat. She was suddenly very grateful she had locked all the doors and windows. As the dark form moved off, probably to try another door, she crept across the kitchen floor, wincing as the boards creaked.

“What should I do?” she whispered. “Oh, Jonathan, I wish you were here.” She suddenly also wished Stuart was in the hotel. He would look after her. The thought that Wally would terrify her while she was alone made her angry and she reached for a frying pan.

“I won’t be a coward,” she told herself. “I’ll show Wally he isn’t going to get away with it.”

Arabella watched as the dark form moved across the window again, and she turned the key in the back door, unlocking it. It made a small sound that whoever was outside would hear, so she was sure they’d be back – and she’d be waiting. Standing behind the door, with the pan raised over her head, Arabella held her breath. Her heart was thudding wildly, but she kept as still as she possibly could. She heard a sound outside, and she thought she would faint with fear. The door knob was tried again, and then the door slowly opened.

Arabella waited behind the door, as a dark form slowly appeared. He was so close she could smell his sweat. When she could make out a head, she swung the pan as hard as she could. She heard a loud thud, a groan, and then a man dropped onto the floor. Arabella went giddy with relief. Shaking like a leaf in a gum tree, she stepped over the body, and then almost dashed to the other side of the kitchen.

“Now what shall I do?” she asked herself. She might have taught Wally a lesson, but what was she going to do with him? Terry wasn’t here to lock him up. She suddenly remembered a box of matches near the stove and felt around in the darkness until she found them. Striking a match, she held it up so that she could see Wally’s face. Perhaps she’d killed him. She saw dark hair and frowned as it didn’t look like Wally’s. She went closer. Stepping over the person, she knelt down, holding the match close to his face.

Arabella gasped and dropped the match.

“Jonathan!” she said. “Oh, no. What have I done?”


CHAPTER TWENTY THREE
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Jonathan groaned and Arabella realized he was all right.

“What the Dickens do you think you’re doing, scaring me like that?” she snapped. She was thrilled to see him, but that emotion was overshadowed by anger that he’d nearly frightened the life out of her.

“This isn’t the welcome I was expecting,” Jonathan said, lifting himself into a sitting position, and wincing as pain shot through his head.

“I thought you were … an intruder,” Arabella said, too embarrassed to admit she’d feared he had been Wally or an aboriginal sent by Rita. She was also mortified that she’d hurt him.

Jonathan was dazed and confused.

“An intruder! You know everyone in town, Arabella.” He suddenly recalled her ordeal with Wally. Obviously she hadn’t gotten over it. “I’m sorry for frightening you, but why is the place in darkness?” It wasn’t that late.

“The generator stopped more than an hour ago,” Arabella said. “Why were you sneaking around outside?”

“I was trying to get in,” he said, thinking it should have been obvious. “The door is not usually locked at this hour.”

“I know but … why didn’t you knock, or call out?” Arabella said, thinking that would have been the practical thing to do.

“I noticed the lights were out so I thought everyone was asleep. I didn’t want to wake anyone, so I was looking for a door or window that was open.”

“I never thought for a moment it was you outside, Jonathan. What are you doing back here so soon anyway?”

“I wanted to get back as early as I could, so Paddy and I traveled at night. I thought you’d be pleased to have me back.”

“Oh, Jonathan, I am,” Arabella said. She was more than pleased. “You just scared the living daylights out of me. Are you all right?”

“Yes, my head’s a bit sore, but I’m sure I’ll live. The last thing I expected was to get clobbered with a frying pan. If you were frightened, why didn’t you call Wally?”

“He’s not here,” Arabella admitted reluctantly. She didn’t want to say it was Wally she was frightened of.

“Not here? He’s supposed to stay in the hotel. I don’t think Terry will be pleased he’s moved without notifying him. Where he’s gone?”

“He can’t go far, can he? He’s at Frankie Miller’s house.”

“I’m confused,” Jonathan said, rubbing the sore spot on his head. “He was here when I left and he seemed comfortable enough. Why did he suddenly go back to Frankie’s house?”

“I threw him out.”

Jonathan’s eyes widened and Arabella knew she had some explaining to do.

“While I was having a rest yesterday, Wally and Rita had a drinking competition which resulted in him collapsing on the floor, dead drunk. After all the care I’ve given him, I was angry. Les and Ted were encouraging his behaviour by betting on him, so I told them to take him to Frankie’s house.”

“Oh,” Jonathan said, beginning to understand. “I thought things might be uneventful while I was away, but obviously I was wrong.” Jonathan was a little cross with the men because he’d asked them to look out for Arabella and help her out.

“I told Ted, Wally and Les that the hotel would be closed today, so I haven’t seen a soul. I thought you were … Wally, trying to break in.”

“Wally, I don’t think he’d do that, Arabella,” Jonathan said.

“You don’t know what he’s capable of,” Arabella said before she regretted her words. 

 “I know he frightened the life out of you when he kidnapped you, but I don’t think he’d do something so foolish again.”

Arabella couldn’t believe Jonathan could be so naïve, but didn’t want to talk about it anymore.

“I thought they’d all come back for a beer today, but they didn’t.”

“I’m sure they’ll be back tomorrow. They’re sure to be hanging out for a cold beer in this heat,” Jonathan said, getting to his feet. “I’d better fill the generator’s fuel tank.”

“Bob Maxwell gave you some fuel then,” Arabella said, pleased.

“Yes, and the spare part I needed. The generator here has a slight fuel leakage, which is why the fuel we had wasn’t lasting very long. I just hope the bit I was holding together with string hasn’t given way altogether, because I won’t be able to fix it in the dark.”

“It can wait until morning, Jonathan. Meanwhile I’ll find some candles. You should be resting. You must be exhausted.”

“I’ll see if the generator will start with some more fuel first.”

“Shall I bring some matches to help you see what you are doing?”

“Goodness, no, Arabella. It’s not safe to light a match near the fuel, especially as it’s been leaking.”

Arabella hadn’t thought of the danger and was suddenly very grateful to have Jonathan back. He was always level-headed.

Ten minutes later the lights were back on in the hotel, and Jonathan was enjoying a beer and a cheese sandwich. He’d put just enough fuel in the generator to keep it going for a few more hours and intended to fix the fuel leak at first light.

“It seems strange that we’re the only ones here,” he said when Arabella joined him in the bar. Strange, but nice, he thought.

“I know. I honestly expected Ted and the others to come back today, asking me to change my mind about the hotel being closed. I’d even foolishly hoped for an apology. They must be very angry with me.” Arabella dropped her chin.

“Don’t worry, Arabella,” Jonathan said. “Tomorrow it will all be forgotten.”

“I’m not so sure, Jonathan.” She was thinking about Rita.

Jonathan suddenly suspected something more was bothering her.

“Did something else happen?”

“Yes,” Arabella sighed. “In her drunken state, Rita decided to play the piano.”

“Oh, dear.” Jonathan had heard her attempts to play, and it hadn’t been pretty.

“She was making a terrible ruckus, and smashing the keys, so I told her off. I should have been more patient, but I honestly thought she was going to break the piano. I discovered today that she bent one of the legs on the stool.” It was a miracle it hadn’t given way altogether under her weight.

Jonathan sympathized with what she’d been through.

“I don’t know how you’ve been patient this long, Arabella. Rita needs to realize she won’t ever make a piano player.”

“That’s exactly what I told her, and not too kindly, but perhaps she won’t remember.” Arabella was hopeful. “She was really drunk.”

“Did you see her today?”

“No, as I said, I haven’t seen a soul. I was beginning to think I was the only person in town, until you showed up.”

“We need the town’s support if this fund raising festivity is going to be a success, Arabella.”

“I know,” Arabella said, saddened at the thought that Jonathan might be disappointed in her. “I should apologize to Rita. I’ve been thinking about it all day. I was really hard on her.”

Jonathan considered Arabella’s predicament.

“I don’t think you should apologize,” he said.

Arabella’s eyes widened. “Why not?”

“Rita is a very proud person. I think it would be best if you didn’t mention anything about what happened. There’s a good chance she doesn’t remember exactly what was said if she was very drunk, so it might be a good idea not to bring it up and embarrass her?”

“She must remember, or she would have come by today.”

“Not necessarily. She might not be feeling too well.”

Arabella hadn’t thought of that.

“You could be right, Jonathan. Too much drink does make her quite ill. Maggie is always telling her to give it up.”

“There you are. She probably doesn’t remember a thing.”

“But what if she does, Jonathan? As you say, we need everyone’s support. Obviously Wally, Les and Ted are angry with me, or they would have been by today.”

“You told them the pub would be shut, so it’s my guess they took you at your word, and that’s why they stayed away. It sounds like they deserved it, but I’m sure they were upset about not being able to get a cold beer in this heat.”

“Yes, they were,” Arabella admitted. She was beginning to doubt the wisdom of her actions.

“Let’s just see what happens tomorrow when their hangovers have worn off and they are desperate for a beer.”

Arabella was never more grateful that Jonathan was back.

“You always know what to say to make me feel better, Jonathan,” she said. “Even when I don’t deserve it. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“I’d do anything for you, Arabella,” he emphasized. “You know that, don’t you?”

Arabella blushed. She wanted to tell him she was dreading leaving Marree because she’d miss him so much, but the words wouldn’t come. Instead she dropped her head, and yawned.

“You’re tired,” Jonathan said quietly.

“No,” Arabella said, embarrassed that she was being so rude.

“Yes, you are, and so am I, so we’d better get some sleep.”

Arabella nodded and they headed upstairs.

Outside their respective doors, they paused and the moment became awkward.

“Ruth Maxwell asked how you were,” Jonathan said. “I told her you’d been to Farina and that Moira Quiggley was going to help you on Christmas Eve.”

“Oh, what did she say?”

Jonathan searched for the right words.

“She said Moira knows everyone for hundreds of miles, so she should be a big help,” he said. Ruth had actually said Moira was a real busy-body who made it her business to know everyone else’s business. “She also said Moira was the right person to organize the stalls.” Bossy was the word she’d used, but Jonathan thought it better to keep that to himself. Arabella had enough to worry about and she was pleased to have Moira’s help.

“Even with Moira’s help, I feel like I’m out of my depth, Jonathan. I’ve never done anything like this before.” She now realized that her sheltered life had been her own choice. Her parents had tried and encouraged her to get out in the world, but she’d always resisted, preferring to stay at home and be looked after.

“Let Moira do what she does best, organizing the stalls. I’ll display my photographs and then take care of the bar and the barbeque with Ted’s help. The rest will take care of itself. All you have to do is play the piano, and your audience will love you.”

“Do you really think so?”

“Yes. We’ll do our best for Tony and Maggie, but that’s all we can do.”

“It has to work. Or the town of Marree may as well blow away in the dust.”

Jonathan smiled.

“Once upon a time, not so long ago, you would have thought that was a good thing.”

Arabella smiled sheepishly.

“I know,” she said. “Good night, Jonathan. It’s good to have you back.”

Impulsively Jonathan leant forward and gently kissed her on the lips.

“Good night, Arabella,” he whispered.

He turned to his room and so did Arabella, with a smile on her face and the sensation of his soft, warm lips on hers.

The next day, Jonathan was up at day break, working on the generator which was located behind the hay shed at some distance. Bob Maxwell had showed him how to remove and replace the spare part so it didn’t take him long. He’d just come into the kitchen to wash his hands when Arabella came downstairs.

“Good morning,” he called cheerfully. “The generator is fixed.”

Arabella could see he was pleased with himself.

“Wonderful,” she said, the kiss they’d shared still on her mind. “Would you like some tea and toast?” Just knowing Jonathan had been across the hall had relaxed her, and she’d had the best night’s sleep in a long time.

“Yes,” he said smiling warmly.

Arabella loved that it was just the two of them, alone. It was something she could get used to, but she knew their time together was limited. She was also still hoping their customers came back, for Maggie and Tony’s sake.

After breakfast they set about doing their morning chores. By ten o’clock Jonathan had the bar ready for business. It was usually about that time that someone came in, but by twelve o’clock, they still had no customers.

“Oh, Jonathan,” Arabella said, looking at the clock, “what if no-one comes back?”

“I can’t believe they’d stay away today,” he said.

“It looks like they’re going to.” She and Jonathan sat down for lunch, eggs on toast. Arabella felt worse than ever. She knew Tony would be livid with her for alienating the whole town. The Great Northern would be lost for sure.

“The eggs have mounted up in my absence,” Jonathan said. There were two enormous bowls full on the counter.

“That’s because there was no-one here to eat them,” Arabella said dispiritedly.

“We’ll have to use them somehow.”

“I used to watch our cook make omelets for my father. They’re quite simple to put together and we have cheese and onion so I could do it if we had any customers to feed.” It would actually be a good way to use the stale cheese, but Arabella couldn’t visualize herself begging their customers to come back.

“Do you know what would bring them in for sure?” Jonathan said. “A Happy Hour.”

“What’s that?”

“The pubs in the city have an hour when drinks are half price,” he replied. “And they usually get a full house. They sell twice as much, so they still do all right.”

“We could do that, couldn’t we?”

“I suppose so and we’d still make a profit, although not a very big one.”

“We won’t run out of beer, will we?”

“We’ll make it spirits and keep what beer we’ve got left for the concert.”

“Good idea. Ted said nearly everyone runs up a tab, so we wouldn’t actually be taking any money,” Arabella said.

“They do, but they always pay up. The farm hands get paid monthly, so if they have a tab they come in and pay it. Ted gets paid by the government fortnightly, so most of his pay goes to Tony. Fred Powell gets paid monthly by his customers, so he then comes in and pays his tab. It all works out.”

It was a new way of thinking for Arabella.

“After the Happy Hour, would the customers still stay and drink?”

“Yes, that’s how it works. They drink plenty in the hour the drinks are half price because they think it’s such a bargain, but by then they’re half drunk, so they keep drinking. Luckily there are only a handful of drinkers in town, or we’d have to ration all the drinks or risk running out altogether,” Jonathan said. He had an idea. “Have you seen a blackboard anywhere in the hotel?”

“Yes, I have,” Arabella said. “There’s one in the cupboard under the stairs where the brooms are kept. What do you have in mind?”

“How much could we charge for an omelet and still make money?”

Arabella thought about it. “I don’t know how much chicken feed costs,” she said.

“Not much,” Jonathan said.

“Then at sixpence I’m sure we’d be doing quite well,” she said.

Jonathan went and got the blackboard. He wrote in bold letters, HAPPY HOUR - Half Price Drinks (Spirits only) 5 till 6 pm. Omelet - sixpence a serve.

“What do you think?” he said to Arabella, admiring his own handiwork. “This is a great way to get the customers to drink spirits, thus saving the beer. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before.”

“Do you think it will work, Jonathan?” Arabella asked, getting excited. “Do you think the customers will come?”

“There’s only one way to find out,” he said, heading outside with the board. He placed it at the end of the front veranda, facing the general store and post office. As there was very little post office work these days, Fred looked after both businesses. When he came back inside, he said to Arabella, “Once Fred Powell sees it, word will soon get around town.”

And so they waited.

Mid afternoon, Ted called at the General Store for a box of matches and a tin of baked beans. Fred Powell could see he wasn’t himself.

“What’s up, Ted?” he asked. “You look like you just dropped your last bottle of beer.” Fred had just been into the post office to check if the telegraph service was working again, but it wasn’t.

“Nothing!” Ted mumbled. “It’s bloody hot, isn’t it?”

“It sure is, but that’s nothing unusual,” Fred said. “Are you going over to the pub for Happy Hour?”

Ted looked baffled.

“What are you talking about?”

“Haven’t you seen the sign?”

“What sign?” Ted asked, still confused.

“The sign on the veranda of the pub. They’re having a Happy Hour between five and six this evening.”

“I didn’t see a sign. What’s a Happy Hour anyway?” Ted asked.

“Strewth, Ted, you’ve been in the bush too long, mate. Between five and six this evening, there’ll be half price spirits at the pub, and an omelet for sixpence. I’m going over.”

“By golly, that’s not a bad deal,” Ted said enthusiastically. “I’ll be in that.”

Before five o’clock, Ted, Wally, Les and Fred walked into the front bar. They’d spent five minutes staring at the blackboard to make sure they weren’t being tricked. Arabella had made the omelet mixture, so as soon as she saw them come in, she headed off to the kitchen to cook it up. Jonathan was behind the bar.

“Are you really serving half price drinks?” Ted asked, still suspicious of the sign. Tony had never done that.

“Spirits only. How many do you want?” Jonathan asked.

“Four whiskey’s for now … but keep them coming,” Ted said, delighted.

After the men had drunk their first drink, in record time, Jonathan poured them another and then started talking about the concert and exhibition. He told the men he’d need their help to move the piano into the feed shed once they had it cleared.

“As long as you have a Happy Hour again,” Ted said.

Jonathan said he would, but next time, if the train was running again, it would be half price beer. The men were rapt in that.

“Arabella has convinced Dave Brewer to make us some beer, and Ted tells me it’s pretty good,” Jonathan chatted.

“It is,” Ted said from along the bar. He’d already told Wally and Les that Arabella had gone to Farina to ask Dave Brewer to make some beer. None of them had liked her chances. Les had mentioned the shortage of water. Ted had thought he might have caught some in the recent rain, but Les thought Dave might be reluctant to part with it, and none of them could blame him.

“I’ve had a few of Dave’s brews,” Wally told Jonathan. “It knocks your socks off.”

“You wouldn’t last five minutes these days,” Ted said.

Wally looked embarrassed to be reminded that he couldn’t hold his drink like he used to, but he didn’t say anything.

“I heard you got drunk yesterday,” Jonathan said. “You wouldn’t want Terry to find out.”

“He won’t unless …” Wally looked towards the kitchen. “Unless I get dobbed in.”

“I doubt that will happen,” Jonathan said, feeling protective of Arabella.

Wally wasn’t so sure.

When Arabella came through to ask if they all wanted some omelet, she acted as if nothing was out of the ordinary. It was hard, but Jonathan had made the suggestion.

“There’s cheese and onion in the omelet,” she said. “Who wants a serve?”

“I do,” Ted said.

“Me, too,” Les added.

“And me,” Fred Powell said. An omelet was a novelty as Maggie had never made one.

Arabella glanced at Wally.

“What about you, Wally?” she said, keeping any emotion from her voice.

“I’ll have a serve,” he said, avoiding eye contact with her.

Arabella noticed he couldn’t look her in the eye. She wondered if he had a guilty conscience for the all the grief he’d caused her, but she doubted it. One thing was certain, he’d never apologize.

Arabella collected the plates after dinner, thrilled they’d all really enjoyed the omelets. She happened to glance through the window and saw Missy and Lily outside. For a few moments her heart started to thud, as she strained to see if Rita was with them. When she couldn’t see her, she ventured outside.

“Hello,” she called to the women, glancing from side to side.

“Need any dishes doin’ tonight, missus?” Missy asked.

“I’m sorry, but I don’t,” she said. She wanted to ask where Rita was, but in all honesty was afraid of what the women might say.

As Arabella didn’t need their help, the women wandered off.

Later that evening, Arabella went out onto the front veranda to collect the blackboard, and was shocked to see Rita sitting on the end of the veranda with her back to her. Lily and Missy were nearby, and they looked worried.

Arabella’s first instinct was to turn and flee, but she was sure Rita had heard her footsteps.

Taking a deep breath, she went towards her.

“Hello, Rita,” she said. “How are you?” Her voice quivered just a little but Rita didn’t appear to notice. It was then she noticed that Rita was bent over, holding her stomach.

“I bin real crook, missus,” she said. “No more drinkin’ for me.”

“Is it your stomach?” Arabella asked. Looking more closely, she could see Rita was suffering.

“Yes, missus. It’s burnin’.”

“Haven’t you got an aboriginal remedy for it?”

“I tried different things, but nothing works,” she said. “Goin’ back some years, the aboriginal people didn’t have grog, so there was no need to look for something to fix what it does.”

This made sense to Arabella.

“I have an idea, Rita,” she said. “You wait here.”

Arabella went back through the pub. After collecting a clean jug from the kitchen, she went out the back door and headed to Ghan town, looking for Paddy. She found him with his cows.

“Paddy,” she said, startling him in the camel pen.

“Hello, Arabella,” he replied. “What are you doing here? Is something wrong with Uri?”

“No, he’s fine, but I’d like some milk if you could spare some?”

“Camel milk?”

“Yes, could I have some?”

Paddy looked perplexed, but he nodded.

“Do you want it for Uri? He’s weaned now.”

“No, people can drink it, can’t they?”

“Yes, but not everyone likes it,” he said.

Arabella handed him the jug, remembering he’d once told her it was more nutritious than dairy cows milk.

“Half full will be fine,” she said.

Paddy was puzzled, but he began milking one of the cows. Arabella watched in fascination, until he handed her back the jug, just over half full of warm, frothy milk.

Arabella glanced at it. She didn’t fancy drinking it herself, but after eating wombat, emu and all sorts of other strange things that she’d rather not think about, she supposed milk from a camel wouldn’t be all that bad.

“Thank you,” she said to Paddy. “I’ll explain what I’m doing later.” She hurried back to the pub. She was remembering a young girl who used to turn her nose up at stale cheese sandwiches. She was sure her parents would never believe some of things she’d eaten. She could hardly believe it herself.

Grabbing a glass from the kitchen, Arabella went out onto the front veranda with the jug of milk. She sat down beside Rita, who didn’t look well at all, and poured her a glass of camel milk.

“Drink this,” she said.

Rita glanced at it.

“That’s not that corn flour mixture Maggie had me drink once for diarrhea, is it?”

“No, it’s milk and it’s very good for what ails you.”

“Milk,” Rita said, looking at the jug’s frothy contents with renewed interest. “What kinda milk?”

“Drink it, Rita,” Arabella said. “I’m sure it will ease the burning in your tummy.”

Rita took the glass and began drinking the milk. She pulled a face at first, but she drained the glass. For a few moments they sat in silence, waiting to see what happened. Arabella glanced at Lily and Missy. Their worried expressions caused her anxiety, but she tried to put on a brave face, hoping Rita didn’t mention the piano incident.

“You know, I feel a bit better,” Rita said after a while, rubbing her ample tummy.

“Milk can be soothing when you feel like your tummy is burning,” Arabella said.

Rita looked amazed.

“How you know that, missus?” she asked.

“My nanny used to get what she called heart burn. It was in her tummy but also in her throat if she was lying down. It happened when she ate certain foods she said, but she also liked a nip of sherry every night.”

Rita glared at her, and Arabella mentally cringed.

“Do you really think the milk is helping you?” she asked gently.

Rita nodded and her expression softened.

“You’re all right, missus,” she said. “You didn’t even tell me off like missus Maggie used to do. I thought you were just gonna though.”

“No,” Arabella said and blushed, so she looked away. She caught Lily and Missy smirking and knew they were remembering what she’d said to Rita. She just prayed they didn’t remind her later. “I still think you shouldn’t drink, Rita,” she said. She couldn’t let Rita off altogether.

“Milk won’t always fix the problem.”

Rita nodded and stood up.

“I said I would stop, didn’t I? Where did ya get this milk?” she asked, glancing into the jug.

“Its … camel milk,” Arabella said apprehensively, and watched Rita’s expression turn to shock. She couldn’t help smiling as she remembered how funny Rita had thought it was when she gave her snake to eat and told her it was bush chicken.

Rita looked at her with a frown, but then she did something Arabella had never seen her do before. She actually chuckled.

“You’re having Rita on,” she said as she walked away.

Arabella wished Maggie had been there to see Rita laugh. She thought Rita must believe that a stockman had brought in milk from one of the stations, but when Lily and Missy smiled at her before following Rita, she knew they knew she had been telling the truth.


CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR
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When Arabella got up the next morning and began doing her chores she noticed Uri wasn’t in the stable yard with Bess. The gate was closed, so she knew he hadn’t wandered off. Bess was gazing intently in the direction of Ghan Town, with her ears pricked as if she was listening for the young camel, so Arabella was convinced Paddy had taken him earlier that morning.

“Don’t worry, Bess. I’ll get him back,” she told the mare before she headed for Ghan town.

“Where’s Uri?” Arabella demanded as soon as she saw Paddy near the camel pens. He was in the midst of a group of men having a very serious conversation. As she approached, the men wandered off, giving her dark, scornful looks. She suspected they were thinking a woman should know her place and it wasn’t meddling in their affairs, but she was too upset to care.

“I’ve put Uri in a yard with the other juvenile camels,” Paddy said, a little put out that she’d embarrassed him in front of his peers. “He must soon begin to get used to being handled. It’s part of his training.”

“He’ll miss Bess, and she’s already missing him.”

“The mare is not his mother. To behave like a camel, he must be with other camels.”

“You must bring him back, Paddy, please.”

“I can’t, otherwise he’ll get left behind in his education. I was just having a discussion with my colleagues about the sale of some of the young camels.”

“Sale! You’re not planning to sell Uri, are you?”

“I wasn’t planning to, but I can’t rule it out either. We have quite a few young males so some will be sold as pack animals and the others for meat. If Uri is sold, he could very well fetch a handsome price at the sales in Broken Hill next year.”

Arabella was on the verge of tears.

“You can’t sell Uri, especially for meat.” She burst into tears.

“I didn’t say I would do that. If he shows promise in his training he might be sold as a pack animal. I believe it is his destiny.”

Destiny! Faiz Mohomet had said the same thing and Arabella hadn’t liked it anymore then.

“It sounds to me like his destiny is very unstable,” she sobbed.

Hearing her voice, Uri pushed through the young camels in the yard with him, and came over to the fence, where he made a pitiable noise.

Arabella heard him, and turned to see him pressed up against the fence railings with his neck stretched out. The look in his enormous brown eyes broke her heart. She went straight to him, and Paddy followed.

“I miss you, too,” Arabella cried, rubbing his velvety nose. The thought that he might be sold as meat was more than she could bear.

“I cannot deny he has formed a very close attachment to you,” Paddy said. He didn’t go so far as to tell her how difficult it had been to get him out of the mare’s stall and over to the camel pens. He’d had to practically drag him and threaten him with a stick.

“Oh, Paddy, please don’t sell him.”

Although he was trying to harden his heart, Paddy’s dark eyes softened.

“Am I right in thinking you will be going home with your parents when they return on the train?”

Arabella’s expression crumpled.

“Yes, I suppose I will.”

“Then you will be leaving Uri behind,” Paddy said pragmatically.

Arabella nodded. She knew he was making sense, but her tears began to run down her cheeks, so she turned and hurried back to the hotel. She would be leaving all this and everybody behind.

Jonathan found her by the stables a short while later, dabbing tears and rubbing Bess’ nose. He’d been looking for her everywhere and had started to become worried.

“What’s wrong, Arabella?” he asked. “Where’s Uri?”

“Paddy has taken him away to be trained for his destiny,” she sniffed. “But that’s not the worst of it. Paddy said they have a lot of young males and while some will be trained as pack animals and sold …” She collapsed against Jonathan, sobbing.

For a few moments he stroked her hair without saying anything.

“He can’t be a companion for Bess indefinitely. I doubt she will be here, anyway. Stuart is bound to move on, and he’ll take Bess with him. He’ll probably go on the train when it comes through, and put Bess in a livestock car.” They began walking towards the hotel.

“I know,” Arabella said sadly. “I’ve just become attached to Uri, and Bess has, too. Uri thinks of her as a substitute mother, and he seems to have brought out her maternal instincts.”

“Foals and mares are parted everyday, Arabella, no matter how painful. It’s just a part of growing up.”

“I know,” Arabella said, flopping down on a chair in the kitchen.

“You are missing your own mother, aren’t you?” Jonathan knelt before her.

Arabella nodded. “Before I became lost in the desert we’d never been apart for more than a few hours,” she said.

“I’m sure your parents are missing you too, but you’ll be back together soon.” And we cannot have a future together, he thought.

Arabella looked into Jonathan’s dark eyes and thought she saw a hint of deep sadness. Would he miss her when she’d gone?

Later that morning Terry and Stuart returned. Arabella was in the kitchen kneading dough and Jonathan was in the bar when they came in.

Arabella heard Terry say the trip had gone very well and he’d been very impressed with how Stuart had negotiated a peaceful resolution between the farmers and the Kuarna people.

“I’ve been telling him he should consider offering his services to the government full time,” Terry told Jonathan as he bought Stuart a beer. “They need negotiators.”

“I don’t know what I want to do with myself,” Stuart said. “I might settle down somewhere.”

Arabella was surprised to hear him say that.

“Were the aboriginals taking the farmers cattle?” Jonathan asked. He doubted Stuart would ever settle down somewhere, but he didn’t say so.

“Yes,” Stuart said. “They claimed the cattle and the farmers had scared away their native food, and they were hungry. The farmers eventually agreed not to cross certain parts of land with their cattle and the aboriginals agreed not to kill their livestock.”

“How did you come to spend time with the aboriginals?” Jonathan asked – just to prove to Arabella that Stuart would be evasive again.

“About a year ago I asked some Afghans to take me into the Northern Tirari Desert, about a hundred miles or so north-west of Mungerannie. I’d done a bit of research and thought there was a possibility there might be gold out that way. They agreed, but only if they could do some trading along the way, at Cowarie and Kalamurina. We met up with the Kuarna people at a camp just south of Cowarie, and enjoyed their company so much we ended up staying with them. Before we knew it, days turned into weeks.”

Stuart could see that Jonathan was amazed. He was, but only because Stuart was actually being forthright. Jonathan wondered if he had misjudged the miner, and that perhaps he was just a very private person.

“It’s difficult to explain, but time becomes surreal when you are in the bush with aboriginals,” Stuart said.

Jonathan thought he understood.

“During the time I was with the Kuarna people, I got to know them well and learnt to speak a bit of their language, enough to communicate. I learnt about their seasons, all six of them, and lots of amazing things about their culture and their dreamtime.”

“How are they different from the town’s aboriginal population?” Jonathan wanted to know.

“There’s really no comparison. The town’s aboriginals are rather westernized, especially those that get on the grog. Living with a tribe in the bush is very different,” Stuart said. “They have their own laws and ways of doing things and they are so much more attuned to their surroundings. I still couldn’t survive in the desert by myself, and proved that recently, so I respect them so much.”

Jonathan wished he could have been there to photograph Stuart amongst them. He could have captured on film the contradiction of two very different ways of life coming together. He was sure it would have been amazing.

“If you ever do something like that again, I’d like to go with you and take photographs.”

“As I said, I’m not sure what I want to do with my life, but if I ever go out to one of their camps again, you are welcome to come,” Stuart replied.

“Where’s Wally?” Terry asked, glancing around.

Arabella heard the question, so she quickly washed the flour off her hands and headed for the bar. She didn’t think it was fair that Jonathan had to do all the explaining. She was entering the bar when she heard Jonathan tell Terry that Wally was at Frankie Miller’s place.

“What’s he doing there?”

“It’s my fault,” Arabella said as she came towards them. “I forced him to go back to Frankie Miller’s house.” Just as she said those words, Wally, Ted and Les walked in. She thought their timing was awful, as she hadn’t had a chance to give Terry an explanation.

Terry glared at Wally.

“I should throw you in the cells for being drunk and disorderly while you have charges pending,” he said. He looked at Arabella, who hadn’t expected him to react so angrily. “He was drunk, wasn’t he? That’s why you made him leave.”

Wally’s eyes widened but as he turned to look at Arabella, they narrowed.

She knew she’d feel safer if he was locked up, and here was an opportunity presenting itself, but she kept thinking about Maggie. Maggie would be so disappointed in her because she believed Wally was just a fool.

“I … over-reacted to something I shouldn’t have,” she said.

Wally was confused. He felt sure she’d take the opportunity to have him locked up.

Terry turned on him.

“You had strict rules to follow,” he said, not wanting Wally to get off lightly. He looked at Arabella. “I told him if you allowed him to say here, he had to behave himself.”

“As I said, Terry, I over-reacted,” Arabella said. “I’d just come back from Farina and I was exhausted. Jonathan was going away and I wasn’t too happy about that. Wally really wasn’t any trouble. Since he’s been on his feet, I’ve hardly known he was here.”

“He shouldn’t be getting drunk,” Terry snapped.

“He wasn’t really drunk,” Arabella said, bending the truth. She didn’t want to make the same mistake three times, and get on the town people’s off side. “He slipped off one of the bar stools, but it was an accident and I thought he was drunk. I was mistaken. He’s actually going to be a big help in the next few days.”

“How’s that?” Terry asked suspiciously.

“For one thing, he’s going to help Jonathan move the piano, aren’t you, Wally?”

Wally couldn’t believe Arabella was defending him, but he could see Terry was angry with him, so he was still worried he’d end up in the cells.

“That’s right,” he said quickly.

“I’ll be keeping a close eye on you, Wally,” Terry said. “Remember that.”

“I will,” Wally said.

“Actually,” he looked at Jonathan. “We came over to see if you want the hay shed cleared.”

Ted and Les glanced at him in bewilderment. It was the first they’d heard of it.

“Yes,” Jonathan said, delighted. “It has to be done.”

“Then we’ll get to it,” Wally said.

“When’s the next Happy Hour?” Ted asked Jonathan.

Jonathan wasn’t sure what to say. He glanced at Terry.

“What’s this about a Happy Hour?” Terry asked.

“Spirits were half price for an hour last night,” Les said cheerfully.

Terry’s eyes narrowed on Wally. It was all starting to make sense.

“The omelets were very good,” Wally said, hoping to move Terry’s suspicions along. Before Terry could say anything more, he added, “Come on mates, we’ve got work to do.” He led them out of the bar.

Terry heard Les asking why he’d volunteered to clean the hay shed out when they’d only gone to the pub for a beer. He glanced at Arabella, wondering why she’d stuck up for Wally when he’d obviously gotten roaring drunk and caused enough trouble for her to throw him out.

“I’ll get back to my chores,” she said hastily and headed off to the kitchen.

“If Wally gets out of line, I want to know about it,” Terry said to Jonathan. “And I don’t want anyone covering up for him.”

Jonathan nodded.

“Of course,” he replied.

Later that day, Wally came into the kitchen, where Arabella was sweeping the floor. “Why did you lie for me?” he asked her.

“I don’t know,” she said. “We both know you don’t deserve it.”

“I’m not afraid to be locked up, so you don’t have to do me any favours.”

“Then go and tell Terry you were drunk.”

Wally glared at her.

“I’ve done all I can for you,” Arabella added angrily. “I talked Rita into making a remedy to save your leg. I washed and dressed your wound. I fed you. And that was all after you’ve been sneaking around trying to frighten me. Well no more, Wally. I don’t know why I lied for you. I’m probably a fool. But it won’t happen again.”

Arabella walked out of the kitchen and ran upstairs to be alone.

Wally wasn’t sure what to think, but he couldn’t help wondering whether Arabella would go to Terry Higgins and tell him the truth. He couldn’t take being locked up in the heat. He would rather be dead.

Half an hour later, after Arabella had calmed down, she heard a knock on her door. She assumed it would be Jonathan, so when she opened the door she got a surprise.

“Stuart … what is it?” Arabella asked.

“I was going for a walk and wondered if you’d like to join me.”

“Now?”

“Yes, I know it’s hot, but there’s a slight breeze and we can walk in the shade where possible.”

A hint of desperation in Stuart’s request gave Arabella a clue that he had something on his mind, so she didn’t like to refuse. Besides, she always enjoyed his company and his humour might be just what she needed to forget about how angry Wally had made her.

“All right,” she said.

They went out the back door and began walking in the direction of Ghan town.

“Have you decided what you want to do with yourself now you are no longer interested in mining?” Arabella asked after they’d walked for a few minutes in silence. She thought Stuart seemed in a more pensive mood than usual.

“Not really,” he said.

Arabella thought she detected a slight nervousness about him that she had never noticed before. His hands were fidgety and he didn’t seem to know where to look.

“Obviously you’ll go back to England when your parents return,” he said, watching her intently.

“Yes,” Arabella said a little sadly.

“You don’t sound all that happy about it,” Stuart said. He hoped it was because of him.

“I’m terribly excited about seeing my parents again, but …”

By now they’d reached the camel pens near Ghan town so they turned in the direction of the aboriginal quarter.

“But what?” Stuart asked.

“I’m actually going to miss this place, or rather the people here,” she said. She was thinking of Jonathan, but also Maggie and Tony, and Stuart.

“I hope that includes me,” Stuart said.

“Yes, of course it does,” Arabella said, smiling at him.

“How would you feel if I traveled back to England at the same time?” Stuart asked suddenly.

Arabella was taken completely by surprise.

“Why would you want to go there?” she asked.

“I would have thought that was obvious,” Stuart said a little embarrassed.

“Well, no, it isn’t, Stuart,” Arabella claimed. “I thought you liked it here in Australia.”

“I do, but you won’t be here,” he said passionately.

“Me?” Arabella was in shock. She’d come to accept Stuart as an outrageous flirt who was never serious. But all of a sudden he seemed very intense.

Stuart could see he was frightening her with his sudden forthrightness.

“I’ve also got family in Brighton and Wales, but I’ve been thinking that maybe I need a complete change,” he added.

“What would you do?” Arabella asked.

“I don’t really know, but I can turn my hand to anything, so I’m sure I’d find work.”

“It doesn’t sound like you’ve thought this through very thoroughly Stuart, and it’s a very big decision,” Arabella admonished him.

“I know,” Stuart said seriously. “But believe me, I have thought about it a lot in the last few days.” He’d mostly been thinking about her. If they were together, he hoped the other pieces of his life would fall into place.

“I don’t want to sound presumptuous, but you aren’t basing your plans around me, are you?”

Stuart stopped and turned to her.

“Would that be so bad?” he wanted to know.

Arabella could only think of Jonathan.

“I’m flattered,” she said agitated. “But …” How should she explain?

“I want to do somethin’ to help the missus and Tony,” a female voice suddenly said loudly near them. Rita had approached them unnoticed.

Arabella quickly composed herself.

“Ehm … we all do, Rita. What do you have in mind?”

“I’ve heard about them boxing tents that go round, missus,” Rita said.

“Boxing tents?” Arabella had no idea what Rita was talking about.

“I think Rita is referring to the traveling boxing tents,” Stuart explained. “A manager takes a tent through different towns with a couple of prize fighters who challenge the locals to fight for prize money. Sometimes the money is quite good.”

“But none are coming here,” Arabella said, confused.

“I can challenge anyone who does come here to a boxing match,” Rita said. “I can lick ‘em all and make lots of money for the missus and Tony,” she added excitedly.

“You can’t be serious, Rita,” Arabella cried. “That is an appalling idea.” She couldn’t believe the aboriginal woman was serious. Just the thought of her challenging men to fight was absolutely unthinkable.

For a moment Rita stared at Arabella, and then she stormed off, throwing her arms around and muttering in her tribal language.

“What’s the matter with her?” Arabella asked Stuart. “Why is she so angry?”

“You’ve offended her,” Stuart said.

“Why? Because I don’t want her fighting with men?”

“I haven’t been in Marree long, so I don’t know Rita very well, but I understand how the aboriginals think,” Stuart said.

“Then please enlighten me,” Arabella said. Rita always managed to baffle her.

“Rita wants to help in the only way she knows how,” Stuart said.

“Fighting? I can’t let her do that. It’s improper and it’s barbaric. It’s just … not right.”

“I understand, but she doesn’t,” Stuart said. “You’re understandably concerned about her, but she probably believes you think she’s incapable or foolish.”

“I certainly don’t think she’s incapable. I’ve seen her fight.” Arabella sighed in frustration. “I handled that badly, didn’t I?” she added.

“You weren’t to know she’d be offended. The main thing I learned when I lived with the Kuarna people is that aboriginals are a very proud race and they have their own way of doing things.”

“All the same, I don’t want her fighting to raise money, and I don’t believe Maggie would either.”

“I agree,” Stuart said.

“I had better go and explain myself,” Arabella said, “and hopefully I won’t put my foot in my mouth this time. Will you excuse me, Stuart?”

“Yes, of course. Perhaps we can talk more later on?” He seemed disappointed to have to let her go.

“Yes,” Arabella said. She was glad to postpone their conversation. She liked Stuart a lot, but she had deep feelings for Jonathan. If only Jonathan had been the one to suggest traveling back to England with her and her parents.

When Stuart got back to the hotel, Jonathan was waiting for him.

“I’d like to talk to you,” he said as Stuart came through the back door. The other men were in the bar so they had complete privacy.

“Sure, what about?” Stuart asked.

“Arabella,” Jonathan said seriously.

“What about her?” Stuart had an inkling of what Jonathan was going to say. He’d noticed the photographer looking at him whenever he was joking around with Arabella, and could tell he disapproved.

“I can see you take an interest in Arabella,” Jonathan said seriously.

“Yes, I do,” Stuart replied casually.

“She’s an innocent girl,” Jonathan said. “I don’t want her to be hurt.”

“When did she become your responsibility?” Stuart asked pointedly.

“I care about her …”

“So do I.”

“Then I suggest you tell her about your past,” Jonathan said, watching the miner closely.

“My past?” Stuart answered guardedly.

Jonathan could see his guess was right: Stuart had something to hide.

“That’s right. If you intend to pursue Arabella, she deserves to know about your past.”

“You say that like you think I’m hiding a dark secret,” Stuart said.

“I think you are,” Jonathan said.

“I don’t know what gave you that idea, but my life isn’t any of your business.”

“I’m not asking questions,” Jonathan said. “I’m only concerned about Arabella.”

“Why? Because you want her for yourself?”

“I’m very fond of her. In fact, I’m in love with her. But she’ll be going back to England with her parents, and my life is here.”

“Then you have no future with her.” Stuart stated briskly. He could see his words hurt Jonathan, but he was pleased his rival thought he had no future with Arabella.

“No, but that won’t stop me loving her or wanting the best for her.”

Stuart turned away without a further word. He secretly admired that unselfish kind of love Jonathan felt. He could also admit to himself that he’d never felt that way about a woman. Would Arabella Fitzherbert be the one to change him?

Arabella found Rita collecting firewood and she could tell she was still cross because she was muttering to herself and her actions were aggressive.

“Rita,” she said softly. “May I speak with you for a few minutes?”

The aboriginal woman turned and glared at her.

“I’ve got nothin’ to say, missus,” she said.

“I know you are angry with me, but please let me explain my reasons for not wanting you to fight.”

Rita didn’t reply. She continued to pick up wood, leaving Arabella to trail after her.

“I know you could whip any man who dared to fight you,” Arabella said.

Rita spun round.

“Ya bet I can whip ‘em,” she said so fervently that her nostrils flared and her eyes grew wide.

Arabella quaked.

“You have to understand that I’m not used to ladies fighting,” she said nervously.

“Ladies?” Rita repeated as if the notion had never occurred to her.

“That’s right, Rita. You’re a lady, and a lady fighting is not something I’ve ever seen before.”

Rita frowned.

“I never bin called a lady before, missus.”

Arabella almost smiled.

“You have to admit not many women can beat up a man, Rita. You are one of a kind.”

Rita nodded enthusiastically.

“I just don’t want anything to happen to you. Maggie relies on you and I’ve come to rely on you, too. The men around here are also frightened of you. If some man from out of town should get the better of you …”

Rita’s eyes widened in disbelief so Arabella quickly back-peddled.

“Not that I think that will happen, but if it did, the men in town might lose a bit of that respect. You understand that, don’t you?”

“No one can beat me,” Rita said, “So that won’t happen, missus.”

Arabella realized she had to use a different tact.

“Just the same, you’d have to put up a wager to fight, and someone might want a large amount of money,” Arabella said.

“A wager? What’s that, missus?”

“It could be twenty or even thirty pounds. No one would fight you without first seeing the prize money, and if I’m right, you don’t have it, do you?”

“I got no money, missus,” Rita said. “I just want to help Maggie and Tony.”

“I know, and we don’t have any money either, so we couldn’t help you out. Perhaps we’ll think of another way you can help,” Arabella said. “But for now, let’s forget about boxing, Rita. All right?”

“All right, missus,” Rita said, obviously none to happy about it.

Later that afternoon, Arabella was taking washing off the line, when Jimmy approached.

“I’m roasting an emu tonight, missus,” he said.

In the scorching wind that constantly blew across the deserts, the washing dried almost before Arabella had the pegs on it, but because she hadn’t brought it in immediately, it felt stiff in her hands. As she’d stood struggling to fold the washing, she’d caught the aroma of something cooking in an ‘underground oven’, so she wasn’t surprised by what Jimmy said.

“It smells good,” she said. Once the initial odour of singed feathers disappeared, the roasting meat smelt like chicken.

“You and the white fellas come over to the campfire bit later,” Jimmy said as he wandered off.

“We will, Jimmy. Thank you.” Arabella watched him go, smiling at his rudimentary invitation. It seemed Jimmy had found his life’s purpose. Their shortage of supplies had given him a way to be useful and he’d gained a sense of pride in hunting and cooking for them. It pleased Arabella because she rarely saw him drunk anymore.

That evening, Terry joined them as they sat around the campfire with the aboriginals. Arabella noticed Rita was more withdrawn when she wasn’t drinking. Either that or she still was angry with her for not liking her idea of fighting for money. She sat on the far side of the fire with Missy and Lily, barely making eye contact with anyone. The women had contributed yams, which Arabella always enjoyed. Their children played behind them in the dust. Arabella had been quite concerned that the women didn’t watch their children closely given the amount of spiders and snakes that were always around. At first she’d thought they were neglectful, and discussed her worries with Jonathan, but he’d made her see that they were just being raised in an entirely different cultural way. Snakes, scorpions, spiders and various other creepy-crawlies were just part of their everyday life.

At times young aboriginal men passed through town. In the weeks that Arabella had sat around the campfire with the aboriginals, a few had stopped by to share the feast. They always donated something to the meal; goanna, snake or small lizards, because it was considered good manners. Jonathan usually brought bread, but they had practically no flour left, so he’d boiled some eggs and brought them over.

Arabella wasn’t sure of the young aboriginal men’s relationship to the women in town because they usually disappeared very quickly, but she did notice that sometimes one of the younger women went with them. Jimmy, his wife Ruby, Rita, Missy and Lily, seemed to be permanent residents though; although Jonathan had explained that Rita and the young women could take off any time if the notion took them.

The emu was broken up and shared around. It was succulent and very tasty and as always. Jimmy was very humble when he was given praise, but Arabella knew it made him feel good about himself. Her parents were never far from her mind, but especially at dinner time. She’d give anything to see their reactions to her eating ‘bush tucker’ with her fingers. Just thinking about how amazed and horrified they’d be brought a smile to her face.

After the meal, Jimmy played the didgeridoo for a while. Arabella loved the sound. In the still night air, it was haunting and so fitting for their primitive surroundings. The women accompanied him by hitting sticks together in a rhythm, and chanting.

“Why don’t you try playing the didgeridoo?” Arabella suggested to Rita when Jimmy stopped.

Rita looked astonished.

“Go on,” Arabella said, encouraging her. “I have the feeling you’d be good at it.” Still nothing had been said of her piano skills, and Arabella prayed it never came up.

“Lubras don’t play the didgeridoo, missus,” Rita said.

Arabella wanted to say they don’t usually fight with men either, but she didn’t. She looked at Jimmy with a small smile on her face. He turned to Rita and offered her the instrument. She was taken aback, but she accepted it with the reverence of having a great honour bestowed upon her. She then took a large breath and blew into the hollow end of the didgeridoo. A deep, resonant sound reverberated in the still night air. Rita’s eyes widened in delight, and so did Jimmy’s. He was obviously pleasantly surprised. He gave her some instruction and she tried again.

Ted leant towards Arabella.

“I told you she’d be good at it,” he said, reminding her that he’d once claimed Rita had the wind for the didgeridoo. Arabella battled to keep a straight face.

The fire crackled and the stars twinkled overhead. Arabella loved sitting around the campfire at night, when the fierce heat of the day had gone. Thinking ahead, to when she would be home in England again, she tried to burn the experience into her memory. The fragrant smell of the wood smoke in the warm air, the black velvet sky overhead, dotted with a million twinkling stars, the crickets in the sand. She never wanted to forget it, or the way the firelight shone on Jonathan’s handsome face, adding shadows of mystery and romance.

After awhile, the aboriginal children wandered off to sleep in their mothers’ humpies, and the women followed them.

“How is Uri’s training going?” Stuart eventually asked. He’d noticed how much his mare was missing the young camel, but he hadn’t said anything because he hadn’t wanted to upset Arabella.

“Not very well,” Jonathan answered before Arabella could say she didn’t know.

“Why not?” Arabella asked him.

“I was talking to Paddy today, and he admitted Uri won’t behave. Every time they try to train him, he tries to run away. Paddy said he wants to get back here, to Bess and you. He was very angry with him today, and one of the other Afghans suggested he shoot Uri.”

Arabella gasped in horror.

“Surely he wouldn’t.”

“No, of course not, but this camel is really trying Paddy’s patience.”

Arabella decided she would go and see Paddy the following morning to see if she could help. Even though she didn’t want Uri to be sold, she knew he had to be trained if he didn’t want to end up as meat. She couldn’t take the chance that he’d be shot.

“You’re not exactly Quasimodo, Stuart, why hasn’t a woman ever got the matrimonial shackles on you?” Ted asked suddenly.

Stuart looked taken back and then uncomfortable. He glanced at Jonathan and then Arabella.

“I … was married once,” he said softly. “But it didn’t work out.” He glanced at Arabella again, and could see she was startled and he also thought he saw a hint of disappointment that he hadn’t confided in her.

Ted nodded, but didn’t push Stuart for any more information. He figured if the miner wanted to divulge anything more, he’d given him an opening.

“My wife left me ten years ago,” he said. “I don’t know where she is, or even if she’s still alive. She couldn’t take living in some of the lonely places I’m usually assigned to on the railways. She certainly wouldn’t have been able to stick this place.”

That was something Arabella understood, but she wondered why Ted didn’t love his wife enough to find work in the city. But then she herself could never ask Jonathan to live in the city, so perhaps Ted’s wife felt the same.

“You like it here, don’t you, Ted?” Arabella asked. She was still thinking about what Stuart had said and wondering if he’d open up if Ted did.

“Marree kinda grows on you, like beard stubble.” He stroked his rough chin and laughed. “You feel that way, too, don’t you, Jonathan?”

“Yes, I love the bush. I go back to the city to sell my work, but I can’t wait to get back to the bush.” He glanced at Arabella.

Arabella could clearly see the sadness in his features.

“If you’re gonna marry and live out here, marry a woman born and bred on the land,” Wally advised. “You can’t expect a city girl to take to a place like this.”

“That’s what I intend to do,” Terry chimed in thinking of Sarah Oldfield. She was born and bred on the land and had no inclination towards life in the city. As far as he was concerned she’d make the perfect wife and when he next visited Lyndhurst he intended to have a ring in his pocket.

“But Maggie and Tony were from the city,” Les said. “And Maggie got used to Marree.”

“Maggie’s the exception,” Wally said. “We all know she’s one of a kind.”

“Actually, Maggie told me there were many times she wanted to jump on the train and get out of Marree, but it was only her love for Tony that kept her here,” Arabella said.

The men seemed slightly shocked by this news.

“What happened to your wife, Stuart?” Arabella asked. She couldn’t take the suspense any longer.

Stuart took a deep breath.

“I left her in the mining town of Tennant Creek in the Territory,” he said.

“You left her there?” Arabella said, astounded. She tried to imagine Stuart abandoning a woman in a mining town. Perhaps she didn’t know him at all if he could do something so terrible.

Stuart stood up.

“Excuse me,” he said and walked away.

Arabella watched him, and Jonathan watched her. He’d been sure Stuart had been hiding something. He just hadn’t imagined it would be something so awful.

After a short while, Arabella decided she had to be alone to think.

“Excuse me,” she said. “I’m going for a walk.”

“Would you like some company?” Jonathan asked. He felt what Stuart had said had upset her.

“No, thank you, Jonathan. I just need to be alone and think.”

He nodded, understanding.

Arabella was wandering towards the aboriginal camp in a state of numbness, when she came upon Rita.

“What ya doing out here, missus?” Rita asked. She was collecting a bit more wood for their camp fire.

“Just thinking, Rita.” Seeing Rita again reminded her of how well she had played the didgeridoo. “You know you could play the didgeridoo for the people who come to town. You’ve got real talent for it,” she said. It was nice to have something to take her mind off what Stuart had said.

“Do ya think so, missus?”

“I certainly do and I could tell Jimmy was very impressed, too.”

“What about the piano?” Rita said.

Even in the darkness, Arabella would see that Rita was frowning in an intimidating fashion and she paled. She looked at the aboriginal woman blankly. She thought Rita had forgotten about the piano, which had been a real relief.

“Well … I …”

For the first time ever, Arabella saw all of Rita’s teeth as she smiled. She suddenly realized the aboriginal woman was pulling her leg.

“I’ll stick to the didgeridoo, missus,” Rita said.

Despite her mood, Arabella laughed, then her eyes widened.

“I’ve just had a marvelous idea, Rita. Why don’t we play together? With the bush setting, it would be absolutely wonderful.” She could just imagine the piano notes drifting in the air, and in the background, the haunting sound of the didgeridoo.

“Are you having Rita on, missus?” She thought Arabella was getting her back for joking with her.

“I’m serious, Rita. We must practice something together. Oh, I can’t wait to tell Jonathan. Will you bring the didgeridoo over to the pub tomorrow morning?”

“Yes, missus,” Rita said, disbelieving of how excited Arabella was. “Does that mean I will be playing with you … in the concert?”

“Yes, Rita. Jimmy can play for the dancers, but you can accompany me for a few special pieces. It will be wonderful. See you tomorrow morning.” Arabella hurried away.

Rita scratched her head in astonishment as she watched her go. She could hardly believe she would be accompanying Arabella at the concert. She could also hardly believe that Arabella had called her a lady earlier. She’d never been called that before. Only the white women were ever referred to as ladies. For the first time in her life she felt special, and it wasn’t for fighting.


CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE
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“I’ve just had a wonderful idea,” Arabella said when she got back to the hotel. She was really excited about it. Ted and Les were in the bar with Jonathan and Wally. Jonathan had been worrying about her, so he could hardly believe the change in her mood. Stuart came downstairs in time to hear what she said. He was surprised but delighted that she was in such a wonderful mood after what he’d disclosed about himself.

“What is it?” Jonathan said.

“I’m going to have Rita accompany me on the didgeridoo while I play the piano at the concert.”

They all looked startled, even Stuart.

“I’m not sure how that will sound,” Jonathan said.

“Me neither,” said Ted, frowning.

“They are two entirely different instrumental sounds,” Jonathan added.

“That’s right,” Arabella said. “I know it’s an unusual thing to do, but I believe they will complement each other, especially when the piano has been moved outside. I’m sure it will be wonderful. I thought you would all agree.”

“I agree,” Stuart said smiling at her. “It probably hasn’t been done before, but that should make it very interesting.”

“Thank you, Stuart,” Arabella said.

“Did Rita like the idea?” Stuart asked.

“She was of course surprised that I suggested it, but I think she’s thrilled.”

“I’m glad your talk with her went well,” Stuart said. “I meant to ask earlier …” he suddenly looked a little embarrassed. “You obviously got her to give up the idea of competing in boxing matches.”

“What’s this about boxing matches?” Jonathan demanded to know.

“Rita wanted to challenge men to box against her to raise money for Maggie and Tony. I was appalled at the idea, but when you think about it, it was sweet of her to be willing to suffer that much pain for Maggie and Tony. I would never let her do it, though.”

“I doubt anyone could stop her if she was really serious about it,” Ted said.

“It looks like Arabella did,” Stuart said with a hint of pride.

Arabella smiled, but she felt even more cautious about Stuart.

Arabella went to bed thinking about her idea. She was sure it would be something unique and couldn’t wait for the next day when Rita joined her for practice.

She’d been in her room a short while when there was a knock on the door.

It was Stuart.

“I realize I have some explaining to do, and I’d like to finish our conversation from earlier,” he said.

“Not now, Stuart,” Arabella said evasively still not knowing how she should react to his offer to accompany her to England. “I’m very tired.”

“Tomorrow?”

“Perhaps. Goodnight.” She closed the door quickly.

In bed, sleep eluded Arabella. She kept thinking about what Stuart had said, and trying to imagine his poor wife being abandoned in a mining town. It seemed a very callous thing to do. She had liked Stuart, but she was almost certain her parents wouldn’t approve of him, especially if they knew he’d been married and had abandoned his wife. Anyway, it was Jonathan she was in love with. But she still did not know if he loved her back. And even if he did, he had made quite clear that he would never leave the outback. They would have no future together.

So maybe she should consider Stuart’s offer. She found him attractive. Her mother would be a bit concerned that he was a little older. Although he’d never told her his age, she assumed he was in his early to mid thirties, and her father would want to know his background. She was almost sure that being a miner and drifter would not satisfy him. As a friend who made her laugh, he was perfect, but as a life partner there was a very big question mark over him. She wasn’t even sure anymore that he was thinking along the lines of marriage and a family. If he’d already abandoned one wife, what did he want with her?

The next morning, soon after breakfast, Arabella waited for Rita in the lounge room of the hotel. After a few minutes, she came in with Jimmy’s didgeridoo. She looked almost relieved that Arabella hadn’t changed her mind, but she was still nervous because she hadn’t spent any time practicing on the instrument.

“I’m not experienced on the didgeridoo,” Rita said.

“You’ve got the wind for it, Rita,” Arabella said, “so you’ll soon pick it up. Besides, you don’t have to follow me on the piano. You will make a background sound if that makes sense. I will play a melody and then you come in with the didgeridoo. Let’s give it a try.”

Arabella sat down at the piano. She started to play and then signaled Rita who nervously blew into the didgeridoo. After a moment, Rita stopped.

“It doesn’t sound right,” she said thinking her clumsy attempts to play were ruining the beautiful music that Arabella was making.

“Give it time,” Arabella said. “Let’s keep going until we find a blend we like.”

An hour and a half later, they had come up with a few pieces that they thought went well together. Arabella was thrilled.

“Let’s try them out on an audience,” she suggested. “You call Lily and Missy and Jimmy and Ruby and I’ll fetch the men.” The men had promised to busy themselves outside so that Arabella and Rita would have some privacy.

Seeing how pleased Arabella was, Rita felt confident enough to try it in front of an audience, so she left to fetch the women and Jimmy.

After Arabella had rounded up the men, they waited, but Rita didn’t return. Arabella was baffled and wondered if the aboriginal woman had changed her mind about playing.

“Are you sure she’s coming?” Jonathan asked.

“Yes, she loved what we’d come up with, and it sounded amazing.”

They waited for a few minutes more, but Rita didn’t return.

“I’ll go and see where she is,” Jonathan suggested.

When he came back, he looked upset.

“What’s wrong?” Arabella asked. “Isn’t Rita going to play with me?”

“No, I’ve got some bad news, I’m afraid,” Jonathan said.

“What’s happened?” She immediately thought one of the children must be ill.

“It’s Jimmy. He’s passed away.”

Arabella gasped.

“Oh, no,” she cried. Jonathan took her in his arms to comfort her.

“I’ll fetch Terry,” Les said.

“What for?” Jonathan asked.

“If there’s a death in town, he has to be notified,” Les replied.

When Terry arrived, they all agreed to go to see Ruby and give her their condolences. But by the time they got to the aboriginal quarter, it was deserted. There was not a personal item there to say that anyone had ever lived there. Even the camp fires had been extinguished and the ashes dispersed, leaving not a trace.

“Where is everyone?” Arabella asked in confusion.

“They were all here a while ago,” Jonathan said in disbelief. “The women had been wailing, especially Jimmy’s wife, Ruby.”

“I didn’t think they’d be here,” Stuart said.

“Why not?” Arabella asked.

“They will have gone on a sorry camp. I doubt they’ll be back for some time.”

“A sorry camp?” Arabella echoed. She’d never heard of such a thing.

“It’s their way of mourning,” Terry said. “Whenever there’s a death in the community, they go bush.” He turned to Jonathan.

“Did Jimmy die of natural causes?” he asked.

“I think so,” Jonathan said. “I saw his body but there weren’t any visible wounds.” It hadn’t even occurred to him that anything sinister had happened.

“I’ll have to find out for sure,” Terry said. “I’ll have to try and find them.” Not wanting to waste any time, he headed off towards the police station to get his horse.

“Where will Jimmy be buried?” Arabella asked Stuart.

“We won’t be told,” he said. “It will be a sacred site for his clan, somewhere out in the desert.”

“Oh,” she said disappointed that they wouldn’t get a chance to say goodbye to him. She’d become very fond of the old aboriginal and he’d done so much for all of them.

Jonathan understood.

“Why don’t we hold a little ceremony here in town for him?” he suggested.

“What a lovely idea, Jonathan,” Arabella shyly reached for his hand, thinking what a special person he was. There was something about Jonathan that tugged at her heart strings.

“We’ll do it later this evening, just before the sun goes down,” he said.

“Maybe by then Terry will be back with some news,” Stuart added. The aborigines wouldn’t have gone far on foot, so Terry would soon catch up with them. It hurt him to see Arabella take Jonathan’s hand, but it made him realize they had a special bond.

At seven that evening, the group gathered for a ceremony in Jimmy’s honour. Even Wally attended. The ceremony began in the hotel where Arabella played a hymn on the piano that she knew called You’ll not walk alone. She shyly sang the hymn, which had beautiful words. Then they went to the hay shed. It seemed more fitting to be outside when saying a few words about a man who’d spent his whole life outdoors. Terry had returned in the early afternoon to report that Jimmy had died of natural causes, and that he’d left the aborigines in the desert to grieve in private. He did not know when they would return.

Jonathan spoke about the respect they all had for Jimmy, and how he had been a hero in rescuing them from the tribal aborigines in the desert. On a more personal note he said that he greatly admired his skill as a tracker and his stamina.

“It’s a great loss that the world is losing people like Jimmy, who have so much to offer,” he said. “I have been concentrating my photography on the landscape, but the real outback that the world should see is the aboriginal people. People like Jimmy.”

No one knew he had it, but Jonathan produced a photograph that he taken of Jimmy. He’d enlarged it after they decided to hold a ceremony for Jimmy. The group watched as he hung it on the hay shed wall.

“Oh, Jonathan,” Arabella said with tears running down her face. “That is wonderful, when did you take it?” Jimmy was sitting hunched over. He was wearing his battered hat and smoke from the fire was drifting near him.

“I took the photograph a few nights ago around the camp fire,” he said. “I enlarged it today. I think I’ve captured the essence of Jimmy: the wisdom in his face, and the gentle kindness in his eyes.”

“I think you’ve captured his soul,” Ted said, deeply moved. They were all moved as they gazed at the face of Jimmy Wanganeen.

“Jimmy may have been lost at one time, but I believe he found a real purpose in life, hunting to feed us,” Arabella added. “He was a man who was humble, but I know he appreciated our praise of his hunting and cooking skills.”

“We will always remember him,” Jonathan added with sadness. “And for those of us who believe in God, may he take Jimmy into his fold and care.”

Arabella had just gone to bed when she heard a knock on her door. Before she could answer, the door opened and Stuart came in. He came straight in and pulled a chair beside her bed. He sat down and looked at her.

“May I speak to you now, Arabella?” he asked – pressing and humbly at the same time.

Arabella knew she couldn’t put the conversation off any longer.

“Yes,” she said simply.

“I know you were shocked to hear I have been married,” he began.

“Not as shocked as I was to hear you abandoned your wife in a mining town,” Arabella said truthfully.

“It wasn’t quite like that,” Stuart said.

“Then how was it?” Arabella asked accusingly.

Stuart was quiet for a moment as he tried to formulate how he was going to tell her about his wife.

“Catherine was one of several women who made her living in the town … from the men,” he said. He watched Arabella to see if she understood.

Arabella gaped at him in confusion.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“She … sold favours,” Stuart said, trying to soften the truth.

“Sold favours? Are you saying she was a prostitute?” Arabella asked bluntly. Her mind flashed back to one day when she was out with her nanny and prostitutes walked past them in the town. Her nanny had mumbled under her breath and later had explained about these women. Arabella had been about fourteen at the time and was absolutely shocked that such things went on.

To hear Stuart say his wife had been a prostitute was confounding.

“I felt sorry for her, because she was being used and abused by the men in the town,” Stuart said almost defensively. “And despite how she was treated, she still had a heart of gold.”

“Are you suggesting you married her out of pity?”

“Not exactly. I got very drunk one day,” Stuart said, flushing when he realized how it sounded. “I was on a high after a small strike and Catherine … ehm … helped me celebrate. The more we drank, the more she opened up about her life, which had been one tragedy after the other. I got caught up in the emotion. It was a foolish thing to do, but we got married.”

Arabella didn’t know what to say.

“The next day we both knew we’d made a mistake but neither of us could find the words to say it out loud.”

“So did you just leave, without telling her?”

“No, I wouldn’t do that.” Stuart was appalled that Arabella would think he was that kind of man. “I felt terribly sorry for her, but I knew I couldn’t spend my life with someone out of pity. I didn’t love her, but Catherine was such a good person.”

“She was a prostitute,” Arabella said aghast.

“Yes, but that was something she was driven to do out of necessity.”

Arabella gasped.

“I’d rather clean toilets.”

“I can’t expect you to understand, Arabella. You’re too young and you haven’t seen what can happen to a woman with no family who falls on hard times. Despite the terrible life that Catherine had growing up, and the beatings and abuse she got from the miners in town, she would still give her last dollar to someone down on their luck. But after all was said and done, I’d made a mistake, because I didn’t love her. I couldn’t go on pretending I didn’t regret the marriage.”

“So what did you do?”

“We suffered through several days of awkwardness, but I knew I had to go. I gave Catherine all of my money, enough to go somewhere and start a fresh life, and then I left town.”

“Did she leave?”

“I don’t know, but I hope so. I know she didn’t love me either. But don’t think I didn’t feel like the lowest form of life for deserting her. To her credit she put on a brave face, I’d given her the opportunity to turn her life around. It was up to her to do it.”

“Thank you for the explanation, but it wasn’t necessary,” Arabella said, getting to her feet.

“Wait,” Stuart said. “It was necessary, because I’m serious about traveling back to England with you and your parents.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea, Stuart.”

“You’re put off by my marriage.”

“No, not exactly. I just don’t want you making such a big decision based on what you think you feel for me. It’s too big a sacrifice.”

“I know what I feel for you is real, and my decision is not something I take lightly.”

“You got married on a whim. I won’t let you do something like that again.”

“This isn’t a whim. I have very deep feelings for you. I’ve changed since I met you. I never thought I was capable of commitment, but that’s not true anymore.”

“I’m sorry, Stuart. I don’t know what to think or what to say. I need to think about what I want.”

“I understand. Take all the time you need.”

For the first few days after Sergeant Menner had told them some aboriginals were walking the train line to Marree, Edward and Clarice had managed to hold their spirits high. Clarice had come out of the hotel room much more, even dining with Edward. He had seen this as a very good sign. He had also stayed out of the bars. They had talked about how they might get to Arabella if she was living with a tribe somewhere in the desert. They had talked about how they thought she might have coped.

But then time had seemed to drag by, and Clarice’s hope had begun to fade a little with each hour that passed. She had known it could be weeks before they heard anything, but she had hoped for some news long before that. She had mentally estimated that news of Arabella’s whereabouts should get back to them within twelve days. How she had come to this time-line was totally illogical, given she had no idea how many tribes lived in the desert, or how far apart, but it was plausible to her. After the twelfth day had passed, she had begun to feel sick at heart again. On the thirteenth day, she disappeared.

Edward was beside himself when he couldn’t find Clarice in their hotel or in any of the shops in town. He even went to the police station. Sergeant Menner became worried to hear she was missing, as he feared her depression might cause her to take her own life, but he didn’t say so. He was not to know that Edward was thinking the same thing.

“I might be panicking for nothing,” Edward admitted. “It’s just …”

“I know,” the sergeant said. “If you haven’t found your wife within an hour, please come back.” He was praying she hadn’t headed off into the desert.

Edward didn’t know where else to search. He thought he’d looked practically everywhere, but then he had an idea. He headed for the train station, little more than a platform with an inadequate cover. He sighed with relief when he saw Clarice sitting on the platform, staring out across the desert. He approached her and sat beside her in the silence that only the buzzing of bush flies interrupted. For a few minutes, neither said a word. He reached for his wife’s hand and held it tightly.

Clarice continued to stare into the distance. The land before her was a reddish-brown, and dotted with grey mulga scrub. Now and again a few trees interrupted her line of vision. In the endless blue sky, the sun was a ball of dazzling, scorching heat, baking everything beneath it.

Clarice had been thinking about her beloved Arabella. She’d been sitting in the same spot for hours, slowly letting her mind wander through the years of her daughter’s life, starting when she was a baby. Finally she came to the painful point when she last saw Arabella. If only she’d agreed to join them in the lounge car that evening. If only they’d had just a little more time with her. She stared at the shimmer of heat that hovered over the earth. She thought about her daughter’s lily white skin, of her headaches, and her many upset tummies. She tried to imagine her eating tribal food; grubs and snakes, or drinking water they found in the ground. Arabella would never cope with that. Tears welled in her eyes and she turned to her husband.

“We’re only fooling ourselves, Edward,” she said. “Arabella couldn’t cope for five minutes out there.” She turned to look over the unforgiving landscape again.

Edward went to protest, if only to spare his wife pain, but she stopped him.

“No, Edward, don’t make me anymore promises. I can’t live on faint hope any longer. I have to let my darling daughter go, and you must, too. If we don’t, we’ll lose what’s left of our sanity.”

“How do we do that, Clarice? Without a body, something to bury, how do we let her go?”

Clarice shaded her eyes and looked up at the endless blue sky.

“If we believe she’s somewhere up there, and not somewhere out there,” she said pointing to the desert, “then we can believe she’s at peace.” A single tear rolled over Clarice’s face.

Edward gave her his handkerchief to dab her cheeks, but tears were also forming in his eyes. It wasn’t fair that they didn’t have a body to take home, or that they would never have a gravesite to go to, so that they could grieve.

“The not knowing what happened is the worst,” he said to his wife. “If we knew what happened or if she was found, we could lay this matter to rest. We could get on with our lives, as hard as that’s going to be.”

Clarice realized her depression had been an extra burden on her husband, and that he was in every bit as much pain as she was. She realized she had been selfish in not offering him some comfort. He’d lost a daughter just like she had. She could see he’d lost weight, and he’d aged ten years in the last few weeks. His hair was much greyer, there were deep lines on his face that she’d never seen before, but it was the sadness in his eyes that was devastating.

“I’m sorry I haven’t been there for you, Edward,” she whispered huskily, as fresh tears rolled down her face. “I’ve been selfish.”

“No, dear, you haven’t. You’ve saved me from going insane.”

Clarice was puzzled. How could she have done that?

“If you’d have been the strong one, then that would have allowed me to mentally collapse into a dark place that I might never have come back from.”

Clarice’s bottom lip wobbled.

“I know that place,” she said. “I think I’ve seen it.”

Edward took her other hand.

“I know you said no more promises, but let’s make one more, to each other,” he said.

Clarice nodded.

“Let’s be strong for each other, and for Arabella. I’m sure she was brave …”

For a second, Clarice closed her eyes. They both knew that probably wasn’t true. Arabella had been too dependent on them.

“We have wonderful memories, haven’t we, Edward?” she said.

“Yes, we have,” he said, taking his wife in his arms. “And we have each other.”

The next few days seemed to drag by as everyone waited for the aborigines to return from their ‘sorry camp’. One afternoon, a stockman rode in. He claimed to have come from Farina, and he told Jonathan he was looking for Miss Fitzherbert because he had a message for her.

After a quick beer, Jonathan sent him out the back to the hay shed with the message. The piano had been installed in the hay shed, and Arabella kept it under a cover. Even so, she dusted it every day, and made sure it was still in tune. Getting it out of the pub had been quite an operation, but she’d supervised to make sure it didn’t get scratched. It wouldn’t fit through the door, which puzzled everyone as it had gotten into the hotel somehow. Eventually, Jonathan suggested the only way to do it was to remove a large window in the lounge. This they did, and the piano was carefully lifted through the hole.

“Good afternoon, Miss Fitzherbert,” the stockman said when he found Arabella sitting at the piano in the hay shed, practicing. “I’m Mike Cole, a stockman from Red Hill Station.”

“Red Hill Station. The Quiggleys’ place.”

“That’s right, missus. Mrs. Quiggley sent me with a message for you.”

“Oh,” Arabella said, taking the letter he offered her. “Are you staying the night?”

“Yes, missus, if that’s all right with you?”

“Of course it is. I’m sure you are hanging out for a beer,” Arabella said. She was only too aware of how difficult the journey was, and as usual, it was a very hot day.

“I’ve just had a quick one, and it hardly touched the sides of my throat. It usually takes quite a few to settle the dust.”

“Well go easy,” Arabella said, “and thank you for this,” she said, holding the envelope up. “You go and have that beer.”

As the stockman headed back to the bar, Arabella looked at the envelope containing a letter from Moira. She couldn’t help wondering if it was going to be bad news about the stalls or the beer. She scanned the letter quickly and then headed to the bar to find Jonathan.

“Jonathan,” she called excitedly. “I’ve just had a letter from Moira.”

“What did it say?” Jonathan asked apprehensively.

“Moira says everything is going well. She has six stalls organized and the promise of lots of fresh bread, sauces and pickles to go with the barbeque. All of it will be donated. Isn’t that wonderful?” Arabella and Jonathan had been worrying about how they were going to make all the bread they’d need. They didn’t have any flour for one thing, but even if they had, they would have been baking for days and in that time it would have gone stale in the heat.

“Yes, it’s great news,” Jonathan was pleased.

“Moira also put a little bit down the bottom from Dave brewer. He said the beer is going well. He couldn’t make a lot, because he couldn’t spare too much water, but the batch is turning out well.”

Jonathan was delighted.

“She’s a wonder,” he praised Moira. Although Ruth Maxwell had said unkind things about Moira, she’d given him every reason to believe Moira was a woman who got things done.

“Moira says word has spread via the peddle radio to some outlying stations north of here. Isn’t that marvelous, Jonathan?”

“It certainly is. I told you it would all work out.”

Arabella looked at him, and her heart burst with love. If Mike Cole hadn’t been sitting there, she might have blurted out her feelings. Jonathan was such an unselfish person. He’d always wanted the best for her, and it was obvious her happiness meant more to him than his own. How could she not love such a giving man?

That evening, Arabella asked Jonathan to go for a walk with her. They went over to the hay shed, where she played the piano for him. The music, which filled the still night air, heightened her emotions, and it was clear the melodies she played also moved Jonathan. With the stars and moon shining overhead, and crickets the only other sound around them, the time was right for Arabella to tell Jonathan how she felt about him. She knew she was risking their friendship, but she couldn’t keep her emotions to herself any longer.

“Jonathan,” she began. “When I first got here, all I wanted to do was leave,” she said.

“I know,” Jonathan said. “You often told me how much you hated the place.”

Arabella almost smiled.

“That’s changed,” she said. “I’ve changed.”

“Yes, you have,” Jonathan agreed. “But I always knew there was a wonderful woman lurking somewhere behind …” he tried to choose his words carefully.

“Behind the spoilt brat I was,” Arabella finished.

Jonathan blushed.

“I wouldn’t have put it like that.”

“No, you wouldn’t, because you’re too nice. But that’s what I was, and I owe most of my change of character to you.”

“To me?” Jonathan said in surprise.

“Yes. You are a wonderful man, and you’ve opened my eyes to so much. You’re unselfish and you see the world in a way I’d like to. I’ve tried to.” Arabella felt herself blush. “I’ve become very fond of you,” she said.

Jonathan’s heart raced.

“And I’ve become very fond of you, Arabella. I’ll miss you when you leave, more than you’ll ever know.”

Arabella decided to try her luck.

“Why don’t you come back to England with me and my parents?” she asked boldly, only to see Jonathan’s features sadden. She knew she’d made a mistake.

“No, Arabella, as much as I’d love to, I can’t. My life is here … and your life is there.” It saddened him to face the truth, especially with Stuart Thompson lurking in the wings.

Arabella’s head dropped so that he wouldn’t see her cry.

“Perhaps if we’d met at another time and place …”

“But fate had us meet here and now,” Arabella interrupted him. “Surely that means something. I believe this experience was meant to change me. I’ve never been in love before, but I’m sure what I feel for you is love, Jonathan. I had hoped you felt the same, but I can see I’ve made a fool of myself.” She felt her face flush with colour.

“No, Arabella, I do love you, I have for some time. It will tear me apart to see you go, but I would be most unhappy to live in the city. And being unhappy myself, how could I make you a happy wife?” He wished she had come to love the life out here; she had been managing so well. But to live here forever was obviously too much to ask her.

“But …”

“I understand how you feel, Arabella. I had been hoping we’d always be together, because my feelings for you were growing every day. But I can see now that is not possible. For that to happen, you’d have to share my way of life, and that is something I couldn’t ask of you. This environment is too harsh for you in the long term.”

Arabella was so thrilled that he cared for her, that her first reaction was to object, but she stopped herself. She’d come to be able to tolerate her life in Marree, but she knew she couldn’t do it on a permanent basis. She’d have to forget Jonathan, even if it broke her heart.

“I wish it could be different,” she said quietly. She thought of Stuart. He was willing to sacrifice his life in Australia to be with her. She realized he must love her deeply, perhaps it was right to turn to him.

“So do I, believe me. Taking photographs in the bush is my life’s purpose. After what happened to Jimmy I realize I have a mission, and that is to educate the world about the aborigines through my photographs. Sitting in a studio in the city doing portraits would kill me.”

“I know, Jonathan. I’d never ask you to give up what you love.”

His eyes misted with emotion.

“That’s why I love you,” Jonathan said, and drew her into his arms.

“We could keep in touch, couldn’t we, Jonathan?” Arabella whispered against his shoulder.

“Yes, I’d like that,” he murmured.

The next morning, Jonathan was not pleased to discover that Wally, Les and Ted had stacked the hay from the hay shed near the generator.

“I’m not sure that was the best place to put it,” he said to Wally as they stood looking at it. There wasn’t that much feed left, but Jonathan was worried about the fuel that had leaked from the generator. He hoped that they had not placed the hay near where the fuel had leaked otherwise the hay would be contaminated.

“It’ll be all right, Jonno,” Wally said. “It won’t be here for long. The concert is in a couple of days. After that, we’ll move it back.”

“Just make sure no-one comes around here smoking,” Jonathan said.

“Righto,” Wally said.

Jonathan turned and looked at the sky.

“It’ll be our luck it rains in the next few days,” he said. It was overcast and broody, which was unusual. There were some very dark clouds off in the distance.

“I wouldn’t put money on it,” Wally said. “There might be an electrical storm, but it’ll be a long way from here and you know they don’t produce any rain to speak of. One thing’s sure; it won’t rain twice in five years in Marree.”

Clarice was sitting in the beer garden at the back of the Central Hotel in Todd Street. It was late morning on December 21st, and not quite as hot as it would get by late afternoon. Some of the garden was shady though, as it was partially covered by a trellis structure with a vine growing over it. There was also some lawn, which was bordered by plants, some of which she hadn’t seen before and they captured her attention.

The beer garden was usually quiet during the day. As she and Edward were forced to remain in Alice Springs until the train was running, it was a place where she found solitude, a sanctuary where she could be completely alone with her thoughts and pain. More importantly, it was somewhere she could cry without being seen. Her appetite had improved a little, and she’d begun to gain some of the weight she’d lost, but nothing tasted as nice as it used to.

Clarice was slightly annoyed when her solitude was interrupted by two women with three small children. They ordered lemonade, and the children began playing on the grass with toys that their mothers had just purchased for them from a Red Cross charity shop, one of many such shops that had sprung up during the Depression. The toys were well used, but the children didn’t mind. Clarice tried not to take much notice of the women, who sat close enough for her to overhear their conversation. For a few moments she toyed with the idea of leaving, but decided the children would probably soon become restless, and the women would move on, leaving her alone again. Besides, she had nowhere else to go, except back to her room where she’d already spent too many agonizing hours.

Listening, as the women chatted, Clarice gathered they’d met in town before. One mentioned that she’d come in from a place she referred to as Eastern Ridge and that their station was really struggling in the drought. The women discussed the hardships they endured living in such isolation and how exciting it was to be in town. Clarice couldn’t understand how anyone could be excited by Alice Springs. They were surrounded by barren ranges and desert and the Todd River was just a dust bowl. The heat was oppressive and the shops were drab compared to shops in London. The idea was astonishing. But then she couldn’t imagine living in complete isolation in the desert, either. The women had mentioned their food stores being invaded by insects, and the rain tanks being empty so they were forced to drink bore water which tasted terrible. Their lives were a nightmare and Clarice had to wonder what sort of man would put his wife through that, and what sort of woman would stay with him.

Clarice stole a curious glance at the women. They looked just like any other women. They were dressed well, in bright sun dresses that were not new, but clean, and they’d removed large hats to sit in the shade in the beer garden. Their children, two girls under five and a boy about two years old, were also well dressed, but when Clarice looked closer, their skins were tanned a healthy bronze colour. She gathered their husbands were in the hotel bar.

Clarice went back to daydreaming again, recalling happy days in England when Arabella was as young as the small girl nearby. Those had been carefree days, but life would never be like that again. As happened often when she thought of their happy times as a family, tears filled her eyes. She’d done her best to hide them from Edward lately, in an effort to be strong for him. But in private, she couldn’t stop them flowing.

It wasn’t until one of the women mentioned the train, that Clarice took any notice of them again. When the woman in the green dress said the Ghan train would be running again in two days time, she mentally sighed. How many times had Edward told her the same thing, and always there was a delay of one kind or another.

“We’re going to the Christmas Eve festivity in Marree,” the same woman said. “We heard about it on the peddle radio. There will be a concert.“

“These peddle radios!”, Clarice thought bitterly. One of their hopes to hear of Arabella had been the peddle radios which were supposed to be quite common in the Outback. But they had soon learned that only hospitals and very wealthy stations could afford a peddle radio. And unfortunately no one in or near Marree had one.

“Really?” the other woman said. She was wearing a yellow dress. Her hair was dark brown. “A concert you say? Maybe we should go, too. Are you going down on the train?”

“Yes, we’ve already booked. A pianist is performing and I hear she’s wonderful.”

Clarice immediately felt a stab of pain in her heart as her mind flashed back to days of listening to Arabella play the piano. She had been very good, although Clarice was well aware that she had had no confidence. That had been one reason she and Edward had wanted to take her on a trip. They’d been sure meeting new people and seeing new places would build her confidence.

“Who is the pianist?” the dark-haired woman asked.

“I don’t know her name, but apparently she’s young and very talented. Everyone is talking about her on the radio. I heard she’s already played for passing shearers and visitors to the Great Northern Hotel, and they were all very impressed.”

Clarice was holding her breath as she listened closely.

“Where did she come from?”

“I don’t know, but she hasn’t been in Marree long, and no one seems to know what she’s doing there,” the woman in the green dress answered.

Clarice was in shock. A million questions were running through her mind. Surely … they weren’t …, they couldn’t be talking about her Arabella. Her heart was literally racing, but she tried to tell herself not to get her hopes up. Of course, the pianist could not be Arabella. It just wasn’t possible. Even if by some miracle she was alive, she would hardly be playing the piano in an outback town. She’d been doing her best to get to Alice Springs to let them know she was alive. But the woman had said the pianist was young and talented … And Arabella was young and very talented.

“I’m going to ask Milton if we can go to the concert, too” dark-haired woman said. “Will you watch young Eddie for a few minutes?”

“Yes, go on.”

The dark-haired woman got up and went into the hotel. Clarice looked at the other woman.

“Excuse me,” she said. “I just heard you mention a concert in Marree.”

“Oh, yes,” the woman in the green dress said. “It’s very exciting. We don’t often get real entertainment in these parts.”

Clarice could barely find her voice.

“Did … the pianist come up from the city?”

“To be honest, I don’t know. We heard about her via the peddle radio and sometimes there’s a lot of static.”

“Do you know if she is about nineteen years old?”

“No-one has said, but it’s possible.”

“Is her name … Arabella Fitzherbert?”

“I honestly don’t know.”

Clarice felt frustrated. Didn’t this woman know anything?

“All I know is the concert is on Christmas Eve in Marree,” the woman said. “We’ve been assured the train will get us there, so we’re going.” The woman was distracted then by the children as they were squabbling about one of their toys.

Clarice stood up and hurried into the hotel, desperate to find Edward. She went back to their room, but was disappointed when he wasn’t there. She didn’t know where to look for him, so she sat down and thought about what she’d heard. Was it too incredible to believe the young pianist was Arabella? Her thoughts were chaotic, jumping from excitement to the depths of despair. She was nearly going out of her mind when the door opened.

Edward came in.

“I’ve just been to the railway station. The train is almost ready to go, dear.” He expected a negative response from his wife, and he couldn’t blame her. He’d given her the same news many times over the past few weeks.

“I know,” Clarice said in a voice little more than a whisper.

Edward was momentarily dumbfounded. That was the last response he’d been expecting. He’d have put money on her passing a sarcastic remark.

“How … do you know?”

“I’ve just spoken to a woman in the garden who told me. She’s booked on the train with her family.”

Edward could see that his wife was very distracted.

“I’m surprised you believe the train will be running in two days.”

“Never mind that, Edward. I’ve just heard something truly amazing,” Clarice said. “I just don’t know what to make of it.”

Edward was baffled.

“What is it, dear?”

“There’s going to be a concert in the town of Marree on Christmas Eve,” Clarice said. The more she thought about it, the more her hopes rose.

“A concert?” Edward repeated. He couldn’t understand why that would have such an effect on his wife.

“Yes, a young woman, a pianist, is going to provide the entertainment.”

“I see,” Edward said slowly though he still didn’t understand why Clarice had been affected by this news. He could see a spark of life in her eyes that he hadn’t seen since before Arabella disappeared.

“Edward, no one had mentioned a pianist when we had passed through the town weeks ago.”

Suddenly Edward could see where his wife was going with this.

“You don’t think …?” He stopped himself short.

“I don’t know what to think. Is it possible this girl is our Bella?” Tears sprang to her eyes, but this time she didn’t care if Edward saw them. His own eyes had misted over.

“Arabella was an accomplished pianist,” Edward said, going very pale. He was almost terrified to believe this girl could be their daughter. He couldn’t take any more disappointment, and neither could Clarice. Edward sat down on the bed. “Clarice, this girl can’t be Arabella. She fell from the train, so she can’t be playing the piano in a town hundreds of miles from here.”

“I thought that too, Edward, but the woman I overheard said no one knew where this girl had come from or what she was doing in Marree.”

“Where is this woman? We must see if we can find out this girl’s name.”

“She doesn’t know the name. She lives out on a station in the middle of nowhere. She heard about the concert via the peddle radio. She said there was a lot of static on the radio, so she didn’t catch all the details. We must be on that train when it leaves here, Edward. We can get off in Marree and see for ourselves who this girl is.”

They made sure they were still booked on the train which was due to leave in two days time, arriving in Marree on the morning of Christmas Eve.


CHAPTER TWENTY SIX
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Arabella was awoken by droplets of water on her face and a loud, thunderous noise on the iron roof. She had fallen into a deep sleep, and was dreaming about Jonathan – she thought she was still dreaming. Suddenly she heard a rapping on her door, and Jonathan’s voice. Sitting up sleepily, she realized it was pitch dark outside. When another droplet of water fell on her, she knew she hadn’t been dreaming. It was raining again.

“Yes,” she called in answer to the persistent knocking on the door.

“Arabella, it’s Jonathan.”

“Come in,” she called, pulling the bed cover up to her neck and moving from under the drip from the ceiling. She hadn’t felt it was necessary to lock her door since Wally had moved back to Frankie Miller’s house.

“I’ve brought you a bucket,” Jonathan said, popping his head around the door. “It’s pouring rain outside.” As he opened the door wider and passed her the bucket, light from the hallway spilled into the room.

“Thank you, drops of water on my face just woke me up and then I heard the racket on the roof. I thought I was dreaming.” Arabella squinted as her eyes adjusted to the light.

“It’s more like a nightmare,” Jonathan said. “It woke Les, Ted and Wally, and they came over when they saw a light. They can’t believe it’s raining again either. The timing couldn’t be worse, but hopefully it will be just a short downpour.”

“I’d better get up and take some pots and pans into Maggie and Tony’s room. The leaks in there are quite bad.”

“I’ve already done it,” Jonathan said. “Unfortunately, I think there are more leaks than last time and there aren’t enough buckets or pots and pans to go round. I should have fixed the roof after the last rain.”

Arabella could hear the despondency in his voice. Her eyes suddenly widened and she gasped.

“Your photographs, Jonathan.”

“They’re safe.” Jonathan had spent hours the previous evening making larger prints of the photographs he wanted to display, which Arabella had helped him choose. He’d had them carefully laid out on a table in his room, and on the floor, but as soon as the rain woke him up, he collected them and stored them in a trunk under his bed.

Arabella sagged with relief. Enlarged, Jonathan’s photographs were even more amazing and he was very proud of them.

“Don’t be hard on yourself about the leaks in the roof, Jonathan. Mending the roof hardly seemed like an emergency after everyone told us it only rains once every five years. I’ll get up and help you.”

“It’s not yet five o’clock, and there’s not much you can do,” Jonathan said.

“I can’t sleep now,” Arabella said, as the water dripped loudly into the tin bucket she’d put on her bed to catch it. She could hear the same sound coming from Jonathan’s room across the hall. “Besides, I’ll have to dry the beds out again.”

“Oh, I almost forgot, Ted said the aboriginals returned late last night,” Jonathan said.

“Did they?” Arabella was pleased. She’d been worrying about them. “Are they all right?”

“Ted said they’re fine.”

“I’d like to see Rita. I hope she’ll still play in the concert with me.”

“I’m sure she will.” If it didn’t stop raining, there wouldn’t be a concert, but he didn’t say that to Arabella.

Jonathan went downstairs while Arabella got dressed. As she descended the stairs, she heard voices. Ted, Les and Wally were in the kitchen discussing the feed that had been put behind the shed near the generator.

“It’s already soaked with rain so there’s no point in trying to move it,” Ted said.

“We’ll have nothing to give Bess,” Jonathan said. “Or anyone else’s horse – provided they should they make it to town.”

Arabella thought of the piano.

“The piano will be dry, won’t it?” she asked becoming alarmed.

“Yes, it’s near the back of the hay shed, which doesn’t leak,” Jonathan said. “The legs might get wet if water runs in, but that’s all.”

“I wonder if it’s raining in Farina.” Arabella was thinking of the Quiggleys. “Moira and her family would have been leaving this morning, and the beer should also be on its way.”

“It probably is raining there,” Ted said. “The camels with the beer should get here, but I don’t know about anyone with a horse wagon. If it stops soon, they might be all right.”

“They could also get stuck,” Wally chimed in. “I remember droving cattle down the ‘track’ once when it rained like this. We literally got bogged in one spot for nearly a week, up to our ankles in some places. The cattle kept getting stuck and we had to dig them out. Some of them became so weak we had to shoot them.”

Arabella’s spirits plummeted.

“I hope Moira and her family don’t get stuck,” she said. She jumped when a loud boom of thunder rumbled directly overhead. Through the curtain at the window a flash of lightning lit up the sky.

“I don’t know what I’ll do if Moira doesn’t get here,” she said. She imagined people arriving to find no stalls, no food and not much beer. She’d feel like a complete fool, but worse, she would be letting Maggie and Tony down. “We should be so happy about the rain, but its timing is just so bad.”

By lunch time the streets of Marree were a running river of red mud, and the rain didn’t look like it was going to let up for a moment. As each hour passed, Arabella became more despondent. She kept thinking of poor Moira and her family trying to travel with a wagon through pelting rain and thick mud. The trip was bad enough in the heat, but at least you could keep moving. She imagined them stuck somewhere, unable to go on, or go back.

“There’s not much hope of us staging a concert now, is there?” Jonathan said flatly as he gazed out of the kitchen window at the rain.

Arabella gaped at him. It was the first time she’d heard Jonathan sound despondent. She’d always relied on him to lift her spirits, but that wasn’t going to happen this time.

“We did our best, Arabella,” Jonathan added. “But we can’t control the weather, can we?”

Arabella shook her head and turned back to the window. She couldn’t remember ever seeing such pelting rain. It literally cascaded off the roof in sheets.

Lightning crackled across the sky and thunder continued to rumble. It was like nothing Arabella had ever experienced, and she was completely unnerved. In an effort to keep herself occupied she had spent all day upstairs, going from room to room emptying buckets, pots and pans. She had poured the water over the side of the veranda. It seemed almost criminal to throw the water away, given how careful they’d had to be with every drop, but there was nothing else she could do. The rain tanks were full because the rain was so heavy, and they’d caught as many drums of water as they could.

Several times Arabella had made a dash for the hay shed to see if the piano was all right. The ground inside the shed, which was open on two sides, was muddy and there were puddles everywhere, but only the bottom few inches of the piano legs was wet. She was just grateful the roof didn’t leak. Each time she’d gone there, she’d looked for the aboriginal children, but they were no where to be seen. The last time it had rained they’d been playing in it, but with all the lightning about, she was glad they weren’t out in it this time. On one such trip to the hay shed, she had been startled to see Uri come running out of the rain towards her.

“Uri, where did you come from?” she had asked. The young camel had been soaked and he had looked terrified. She had tried to calm him down by rubbing his nose. “I’m not surprised this weather frightened you... You want your mother, don’t you?”

The young camel had pressed up against her.

“I think you need to be with Bess,” Arabella had said. She had checked Paddy wasn’t out looking for him, and then had led Uri to the stables. When she had put him in the yard, he had immediately gone into the stable to be with the mare.

Arabella had decided to say nothing about it to Jonathan. She had thought he might tell Paddy, who’d come and get the young camel. Instead she had closed the stable door.

“Where do you think Rita, Lily and Missy will be with their children?” Arabella asked Jonathan now; he still stared out of the window.

“I don’t know, but I doubt their humpies are giving them much protection.”

“That’s what I’ve been thinking, Jonathan. I’m really worried about them so I’m going to see if they are all right,” Arabella said.

“You can’t go out in this,” Jonathan said.

“I can’t sit inside, nice and dry, and wonder about them and their children.”

“I’ll ask Ted if he knows where they might be,” he suggested.

As he went through to the bar, Arabella looked in the hall closet for Maggie’s rain coat. She found it and put it on. She knew Jonathan wouldn’t let her go, so she left without telling him.

Arabella hadn’t gone very far when she wished she hadn’t gone out at all. She was up to her ankles in mud and water, and lightning flashes were zigzagging across the sky, terrifying her. The rain was also coming down so hard she could barely see more than a few feet in front of her. It seemed to take forever to get to the aboriginal quarter. With the thunder rumbling an ominous warning, her heart was pounding. When she finally came upon the humpies where the women usually camped, the place looked deserted. She called out for Rita, Lily and Missy, but there was no answer. Jimmy’s and Ruby’s humpy had almost collapsed under the weight of the rain, and Ruby wasn’t there either. Arabella didn’t know where else to look for them, so she turned to go back.

Lightning suddenly darted around Arabella, and she screamed. She tried to run for the shelter of a tree up ahead, but her foot got caught under a branch on the ground that had been covered by water. She went sprawling, face first in the mud. Before she could get to her feet, there was a deafening boom overhead. The grayness of the day turned an electrifying pink. Arabella felt like every hair on her body stood up just as a bolt of lightning zigzagged towards the ground, striking the tree about twenty yards in front of her. She tried to scream for Jonathan, but she felt like she’d been winded and no sound came from her mouth. Suddenly the air around her was filled with a deafening crackling sound. Arabella covered her ears as the tree lit up as it caught fire. An explosion followed and bits of branches flew into the air. The ground around the tree was momentarily lit up, too.

“Arabella,” someone screamed.

“I’m here,” she cried weakly. She didn’t know what happened to her voice and she couldn’t hear properly. The tips of her fingers and toes also tingled.

“Arabella, are you all right?” Jonathan appeared before her in Tony’s oil coat, and he lifted her from the ground. “Were you hit?” he asked, panic stricken.

“No, I just fell over.”

“Oh, thank God,” he whispered, pulling her into his embrace.

“I was making for that … tree.” She looked at the tree, which was smoldering since the rain dampened the flames. If she’d been standing underneath it, she would be dead. She sagged weakly and Jonathan lifted her into his arms.

 Jonathan carried Arabella back to the hotel. In the kitchen he deposited her on a chair and took her wet coat. He gave her a towel to dry her hair and then made her a cup of tea.

“Why did you go without me, Arabella?” he asked sternly. “You could have been killed.”

“I should have waited for you, but I didn’t think you’d let me go,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

“You’re safe, that’s the main thing.” It was impossible to express how relieved he felt.

“I couldn’t find the aboriginals, Jonathan. I don’t know where they are.”

Ted walked in. “I do,” he said.

Arabella looked at him in amazement. “Where are they?”

“They’ll be taking shelter in the old Farnsworth place”

“Where’s that?” Arabella asked. She hadn’t heard of it.

“It’s a deserted old house about half a mile behind Frankie Miller’s place,” Ted said. “Bill Farnsworth used to live there with his aboriginal wife, but they left town a few years ago. Whenever the weather gets really cold or wet, the aboriginals take shelter there.”

Arabella was relieved.

“At least they are safe and dry,” she said.

“Well, the roof of that old place leaks worse than this one,” Ted said.

“Perhaps we should ask them to come here,” Arabella said.

“If they’re in a house, they’ll be all right,” Jonathan said. “You’re not going out in this weather again.” He didn’t mean to sound domineering but he couldn’t let her risk her life again.

After nearly being struck by lightning, Arabella did not argue.

Stuart walked in. He looked at Arabella’s state in surprise.

“Arabella, where’ve you been?”

“I went to see where the aboriginals were,” she replied.

“In this storm? You could have been killed.”

“She nearly was,” Jonathan explained, still disbelieving of how close she had come to being struck by lightning.

Stuart gasped.

“I could have lost you forever,” he said emotionally.

Arabella didn’t know what to say.

She glanced at Jonathan.

The colour drained from Jonathan’s face before he walked out of the kitchen.

It was still raining by the time nightfall came. Arabella and Jonathan sat in the bar having a drink with Les, Ted, Stuart and Wally. They’d given up all ideas of the festivity because no one would be able to get to Marree in the pouring rain or the mud. Arabella had never felt so gloomy. She kept thinking about Tony and Maggie and how upset they were going to be when someone from the bank arrived to take over the hotel. She was particularly upset for Maggie, and worried the shock might be too much for her ailing heart.

“Why did it have to rain now, and so much?” she said. “I’ve been in Marree for weeks, and except for one brief shower, it’s never even looked like raining.”

There was nothing anyone could say. They were all upset because their lives were going to change forever once the hotel was gone. Arabella had noticed Jonathan was particularly quiet. She was sure he was upset about what Stuart had said, but she hadn’t had the chance to talk to him about it alone.

A noise in the kitchen startled them.

“Someone’s here,” Arabella said. She imagined it was Rita, Lily or Missy.

“I’ll see who it is,” Ted said. He was at the end of the bar nearest to the hallway door. As he headed for the kitchen, they heard voices.

“Maggie!”, they heard Ted shout a moment later. “Tony! What are you doing here?”

“We live here,” Maggie said irritably. “What are you doing here?”

Jonathan, Arabella, Les, Stuart and Wally all rushed to the kitchen to find Maggie and Tony looking like drowned rats. Even so, it was wonderful to see their faces and everyone was pleased they’d come back.

“The trip was the worst we’ve ever endured,” Maggie said standing in a puddle of water, totally exhausted. “I didn’t think we’d make it.”

Tony was slightly hunched over, making it obvious his ribs were still giving him pain.

“Oh, dear, Maggie,” Arabella said in a fluster. She was so happy to see her that she wanted to embrace her, but Maggie was literally dripping. “Are you all right? Should you be traveling?”

“Yes, I’m feeling much better,” Maggie said sharply. “Or I will after I’ve changed and had a hot cup of tea and a good night’s sleep.”

“I’ll get some towels,” Arabella said taking note of the muddy puddles all over the floor. “What about you, Tony? You must be in pain after riding for hours with cracked ribs?”

“I’m all right. Will someone see to our horses?” he asked.

“I can take their saddles off and rub them down,” Jonathan said, “but we’ve got no feed.”

“Have you run out?” Tony asked incredulously.

“Not exactly,” Jonathan said. “I’ll explain shortly.”

Half an hour later, Maggie and Tony had changed into dry clothes and Arabella had cleaned the kitchen floor. Jonathan and Les had seen to the horses and put them in a dry stable. They’d broken a hay bale from the bottom of the pile to get some dry feed from the centre of it.

“Did you travel alone?” Jonathan asked Maggie and Tony as he handed them steaming mugs of hot tea.

“Yes, we didn’t want to drag anyone away from my sister’s place at Christmas, so we borrowed two horses.” In her mind she could still hear her sister berating her for wanting to travel back to Marree.

“Why did you come back?” Arabella asked. “Not that we’re not happy to see you,” she added quickly. She wondered if Tony suspected someone from the bank would soon arrive. “We weren’t expecting you for some time after we heard about Tony’s cracked ribs.”

“I wanted to be home for Christmas,” Maggie said, glancing at her husband.

“It was lovely spending time with my sister and her family, but …” She paused and looked at the faces around her. “I think of you as family, too, and I just wanted to be here, in my own home for Christmas.”

Her words brought even more sadness to those around her, and Arabella noticed that Tony’s head dropped.

“Will you look at the gloomy faces I’ve come home to,” Maggie said glancing at each of them in turn. “Don’t worry about a leaky roof. This old pub has been through worse, and it will still be here in a hundred years.”

Arabella looked at Tony. She could see by his expression that he hadn’t said a word to Maggie about the bank foreclosing on their loan.

“We heard there was going to be a festivity in town on Christmas Eve,” Maggie said. “Is that true, Arabella? Were you going to put on a concert?”

“Yes,” Arabella said. There was no reason to hide the truth now. “But no one will get here in this weather.”

“So that’s why you all look so miserable. Don’t worry; you can put the word out that it’s postponed till New Year’s Eve. That will give the ground a week to dry out.”

That would be too late, Arabella thought bitterly.

“We saw the piano in the hay shed,” Tony said. “How did you get it out of the pub?”

“It wouldn’t go through any of the doorways so we took a window out and lifting it through,” Jonathan said.

“I’ve always wondered how it got into the pub in the first place,” Tony said. He frowned again, distracted. “I’m surprised you ran out of horse feed so soon. I thought there would have been enough for at least another few weeks.”

“We didn’t run out,” Jonathan said guiltily. “We just moved it to make way for the piano to go into the hay shed, and it wasn’t undercover, so now it’s wet. It should have been undercover, but we didn’t think it would rain since it happens so rarely.”

“Never mind, we’ll find something for the horses to eat,” Tony said, again preoccupied. They could all see he was lost in his own thoughts.

“We’re out of almost all food stocks,” Arabella said. “We had weevils in the flour and some shearers called by soon after you left, so we had to feed them. We used the money we got from them to send some Afghans to Lyndhurst to buy supplies, but we couldn’t get everything we wanted because they had shortages, too. What we did get wasn’t very much. Now there is no money to buy any more supplies and we’re nearly out of beer. I went to Farina to ask Dave Brewer to make us some beer for the festivity. It should be on its way up, but without all the customers we thought would be here to buy it, there is no way to pay Dave.” Arabella felt on the verge of tears. She had hoped to make everything better for Maggie and Tony, but she’d only succeeded in making things worse.

“We’ll sell it here and send Dave the money,” Maggie said. She looked at Tony, but he was looking at Arabella. Maggie knew them well enough to see they were keeping something from her.

“You know, don’t you?” Tony asked Arabella.

She nodded, tears filling her eyes as she glanced guiltily at Maggie, before dropping her head.

“Know what?” Maggie asked. She looked at her husband. “Have you been keeping something from me Tony McMahon?”

Tony sighed and looked into his tea cup.

“Yes, Maggie, I have,” he said gravely.

“Well spit it out,” she said. For quite some time she’d suspected something was wrong, but she’d trusted that Tony would tell her in his own good time.

“We’re in trouble with the bank,” Tony said.

She looked at Arabella and Jonathan.

“And you knew?” she asked incredulously. That Maggie felt betrayed was written on her face.

“A little while after you left the wind blew some papers off your desk in your room upstairs. I wasn’t prying I swear, but I saw a bank statement,” Arabella said.

“We wanted to raise some money to help …” She dropped her head.

Maggie looked at all the faces around her.

“Well, God love you,” she said. She looked at her husband. “When will someone from the bank be here to take possession of the hotel?” she asked calmly.

Arabella couldn’t believe she was taking it so well. But that was Maggie. She never got flustered in a crisis.

“As soon as the train is running again I suppose,” Tony said. “I’m sorry, love. I should have said something, but I didn’t want you worrying, too.”

“I’m your wife, Tony. You should know by now that you can’t hide it when you’re worrying. I didn’t ask questions, because I trusted you’d tell when you were ready. I’m just disappointed that you thought you couldn’t share something so important with me.” Maggie understood that her husband was only trying to protect her, but she was still hurt that he’d kept it from her.

“I kept hoping business would pick up, but it didn’t,” Tony said emotionally.

Maggie nodded with her lips pressed together.

“Well, there’s nothing we can do about it,” she said. Grabbing a dust cloth, she went through to the dining room.

Arabella couldn’t believe she was going to dust, so she followed her.

“Maggie, you must be exhausted and hungry. Let me make you an egg on toast before you go to bed.”

“I’m not hungry, but thank you, Arabella. I’d just like to be alone for awhile if you don’t mind.”

Arabella felt terrible for Maggie, but she understood.

“All right, but you really should be resting.”

Arabella went back to the kitchen.

“Maggie wants to be alone,” she said to Tony.

“She likes to be alone when she’s upset,” Tony said. “I shouldn’t have kept this from her, but I kept hoping business would pick up and I wouldn’t have to tell her how close we had come to losing the pub.”

“What will you do? Where will you go?” Arabella asked.

“I honestly don’t know,” Tony said, putting his head in his hands.

Arabella thought Tony had aged ten years since she’d last seen him. She wasn’t sure how much of it was due to his cracked ribs, or whether the thought of losing the hotel and breaking his wife’s heart had left him a broken man.

Stuart went through to the dining room. Maggie was sitting at a table with her back to the door. The duster lay on the table, discarded. Stuart thought she was crying.

“Maggie,” he said softly.

Her back stiffened.

“I’d like to be alone,” she whispered hoarsely.

Stuart knew he’d been right.

“I understand, but I just wanted to tell you that if you ever need someone to talk to, even if it’s just to let your anger out, I’m here. We’re all sick at heart that we didn’t get the chance to raise some money to help out.”

Maggie was surprised about his speech. She never expected this man to utter such soft and understanding words. She turned and Stuart saw her bottom lip tremble with emotion.

“It’s not just the pub we’ll be losing, Stuart, it’s the type of good friends that are willing to help us out, like you. You don’t know what that means to me.”

“I haven’t been here long …” Stuart said, playing down his part.

“I know, but you’ve fitted right in here.” Maggie dropped her head. “It’s hard for anyone else to understand that The Great Northern has been more than a home and somewhere to earn a living. When Tony and I came here, my life had no purpose. We’d been married two years when ...” She suddenly looked uncomfortable.

“When I was told I couldn’t have children. Tony said it didn’t matter, but he never really understood how empty I felt. This place …” she looked around at the walls, “became my life’s purpose. I know that sounds crazy, but the life we created here filled the empty void in my heart.” Maggie struggled to control her emotions.

“People depend on us, and I need to be needed. Does that make sense, Stuart?”

“Perfect sense, Maggie.”

“I don’t know where we’ll go or what we’ll do. We won’t be able to borrow after defaulting on our loan here, so we won’t be able to get another pub. I honestly don’t know that we’ll survive this, Stuart.” Tears rolled down Maggie’s face and she placed her hand over her heart.

Stuart rushed to her side.

“Are you all right, Maggie?”

She nodded.

“Thanks for listening.” She patted his shoulder. “I shouldn’t be grumbling. I’m sure there are people worse off than us, especially in the Depression. You’d think the banks would be more sympathetic, but they’re blood sucking …” She stopped herself from using a profanity.

“Nobody in their right mind would take this place over, so it’ll probably go to ruin. When I think of all the years Tony and I have worked our fingers to the bone to keep it going, it breaks my heart.” She dabbed her tears. “I have to be brave though, for Tony. I can’t have him see me falling apart, because he’d blame himself and it’s not his fault.” Maggie stiffened her back and took a deep breath.

“I think I’ll go up to bed. I’m sure things will look brighter in the morning.”

Her words sounded hollow. Stuart knew she didn’t believe them herself.

“Let me get you a little nip of brandy,” he said. “It’ll help you sleep.”

“Thank you, Stuart. But this thunder and lightning will probably keep me awake anyway.”

Maggie left Stuart, who sank down on a chair. He’d give anything to be able to help Tony and Maggie. They were good people. They certainly didn’t deserve the raw deal they’d been dealt.


CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN
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The next morning the rain had stopped, but thunder and lightning still rumbled in the distance. When Arabella came downstairs she found Maggie busy in the kitchen. Before she could speak to her, there was a loud knock on the back door.

Maggie went to the door, and Arabella followed her. Rita was standing there, with Lily and Missy in the background. Missy was near hysterical.

“Whatever’s the matter?” Maggie asked Rita.

“Missy’s boy has wandered off, missus, and we can’t find him.”

Missy was wailing on her knees, with Lily doing her best to comfort her while the smallest two of her four children clung to her legs.

“How long has he been gone?” Arabella asked.

“We don’t know, missus,” Rita said. “We stayed at the Farnsworth house last night. When we woke up this morning, Dayinda was gone.”

“How old is he?” Arabella asked Maggie as Rita tried to calm Missy. She wasn’t even sure which child belonged to whom, as the women took care of each others a lot of the time.

“I think little Davey is nearly three,” Maggie said.

“Davey?”

“Dayinda is his aboriginal name, but he looks so European that Tony started calling him Davey, now all the white folks call him Davey. He’s a sweet little kid.” Maggie turned back to Rita.

“I’ll get the men together and they can help search for the boy.”

“Thank you, missus.” Rita and Lily took Missy away.

“I hope Davey wasn’t out in the rain last night,” Maggie said, frowning. “He’ll catch his death of cold.” She went through to the dining room, where the men were waiting for breakfast. Arabella followed her.

“Missy’s little boy Davey has gone missing,” she said to her husband. Jonathan, Les and Stuart were sitting with him. “You’ll have to get Ted and Wally to help search for him.”

“How long has he been gone?” Tony asked.

“The women don’t know. When they woke up this morning he was missing.”

“Let’s hope he didn’t wander close to the creek in the dark. It’ll be flowing rapidly after all the rain we’ve had,” Tony said. The creek bed was usually dry and the children liked playing in it, but flowing swiftly it could be very dangerous.

“I’ll fetch Ted,” Stuart said.

“And I’ll go and get Wally,” Les said.

“Make sure he comes back with you,” Tony said sternly. He knew Wally treated the aboriginals quite badly and searching for one of their children would not be a priority for him. But they needed him. “I’ll let Terry know about the missing boy.”

The aborigines never went directly to Terry for help; they always came to the McMahons first. Tony knew it was partly because Terry was an authority figure, and with so many half caste children being removed from their families to be raised in government run orphanages ‘for their own good,’ they didn’t completely trust authority persons. On the other hand, the McMahons had always been kind and supportive of them, which was out of the ordinary in most towns.

Les knocked on the front door of Frankie Miller’s house. It was always unlocked, so when he didn’t get a reply immediately he went inside. He couldn’t see Wally in any of the rooms but the back door was open. He looked outside and saw Wally emerge from the outhouse, which was about ten yards from the house.

“Wally,” he called.

Wally jumped.

“Strewth, Les, you scared the crap out of me.”

“Sorry mate, we’re needed to search for Missy’s little boy. He’s wandered off and the aborigines can’t find him.”

Wally pulled a face.

“He won’t have gone far,” he said off handedly.

“Maggie wants us to search, so you’d better come now,” Les said. He knew Wally was always grumpy in the mornings, so he tried to ignore his apparent lack of interest.

“Who cares about that little bastard,” Wally snarled. “I’m not going out searching for him.”

Les had half expected Wally to refuse, but he was momentarily dumbfounded by his open lack of compassion. He’d always thought of him as a mate, albeit a slightly selfish larrikin, but he was suddenly quite disgusted by the type of human being he was.

“He’s an innocent kid, and he could well be your kid,” he said harshly. It was something they’d never talked about, a taboo subject, but they’d heard the rumours that Missy claimed her son belonged to one of them. They also both knew it was possible.

“He’s not mine,” Wally snapped.

“He could be and you know it,” Les retorted.

As Les had never used such a severe tone with him before, Wally was taken back.

“Maybe he’s yours,” he countered.

“Maybe he is,” Les admitted. “Either way, we’re going out to look for him, so get your boots on.”

Wally was wearing only underpants, a singlet and socks, the clothes he’d slept in. That he never took his socks off was just one of his many peculiarities, so no-one took any notice.

“All right,” he grumbled. “I’ll meet you at the pub in a few minutes.”

“I’ll wait,” Les said, folding his arms in determination.

Wally was offended that Les didn’t trust him. Cursing under his breath he stomped through to the bedroom to get dressed.

At the pub, Terry was talking to the other men outside the back door when Les and Wally arrived.

“We’re going to split up,” Terry said to them when they joined the group. “I want you to go west along the creek, Les, and Wally, you go east. Stuart will search all the deserted buildings in town and the stores, and Tony and I will go west into the desert where we’ll split up and do a circumference of town. We’ll cover more ground that way.”

Tony could see that Wally didn’t look too pleased, but he said nothing.

“Let’s hope the rain holds off,” Terry added. “We’ll meet back here around midday. If we haven’t found the boy, we’ll have to enlist the Afghans to help.” They’d all missed Jimmy, but in a situation like this he was missed the most, when they could have used his amazing tracking abilities.

Wally trudged along the banks of the flowing creek, totally disinterested. He was sure the boy would be found by his mother and that they were wasting their time.

“I don’t know what all the fuss is about,” he muttered. “The bloody abos are always going walkabout.” His leg was aching and he was dying for a cup of tea. Les hadn’t even allowed him to have one before they left the house.

He kept thinking about what Les had said about one of them being the boy’s father, but he’d never taken Missy’s claims seriously. Many times she’d tried to say that her son was his, but he wouldn’t have it. He’d barely taken the time to look at the boy, but he told himself it wasn’t because he was afraid he’d see something of himself, it was because he didn’t believe he’d fathered a half caste child. Missy had even tried to get him to hold her son when he’d been born, but he’d refused.

“Get that little bastard away from me,” he’d said to her more than once. She had usually become hysterical, so he had always made for the pub before Rita had got involved.

Wally barely glanced at the creek as he walked along the embankment. It was flowing quite fast and it was the muddy red colour of the desert. Branches and leaves flowed with the water, catching other branches along the sides. At one point he stopped for a smoke, determined he wouldn’t go much farther. As he rolled a paper and some tobacco between his fingers, he thought he heard a whimpering sound above the flowing water. He glanced around. The banks of the creek were quite steep in places and there was plenty of dead vegetation on them, some of which had gone over the side. He was just thinking the noise must have been his imagination when he heard the whimpering again. He went closer to the bank and looked over the side, straining to see between the tangled debris. Down near the water he thought he saw something move. It was probably an animal he told himself, but then he heard the whimpering again and there was no mistaking it as a child’s.

“Damn,” he muttered, throwing his paper and tobacco away. “Davey, are you down there?” he called crossly. He listened and heard the whimper again.

“Damn,” he muttered irritably. He didn’t fancy going down the embankment. He glanced back along the creek, but Les had gone in the other direction and was too far away to call. Grumbling to himself, he decided he had no choice. He began to climb over the dead branches and down the embankment, catching his trouser legs on twigs that scratched his skin. When a branch poked the area on his leg that had been stitched, he cried out in pain and swore loudly. He hadn’t gone far when he saw the little boy. He’d obviously fallen over the side of the creek’s steep bank, and his clothes had caught on the branches. His feet were in the water and the only thing that had saved him from falling in was a branch that had gone through the back of his shirt and out through one arm. Wally was amazed at what a miraculous escape he’d had. The branch through his clothes could have easily speared him. If it had, there was no doubt it would have killed him. As it was, he was stuck fast, but by a strange twist of fate, the branch had saved him from falling in the water and drowning. Although Wally wasn’t a real believer in a higher faith, he had to admit little Davey had a guardian angel looking after him. There was no other explanation for the fact that he was alive and not seriously hurt.

Wally climbed down to the boy, who looked terrified. His face was stained in tears and marred by scratches and dirt and he didn’t know quite what to make of Wally being there. He’d always been afraid of Wally. As far as he was concerned, he was a man who never smiled or had a kind word for him or his mother. When Wally reached him, he began to cry for his mother again.

Wally didn’t say anything as he struggled to free Davey’s clothes from the dead branches he was caught on. As he did, he tried to lift him, but one of his feet was caught on an object submerged in the water and the boy cried out.

“Damn,” Wally muttered again, as he had to step into the water and wet his boots to free him. Holding onto the frightened child’s shirt with one hand, he put his hand in the water, feeling around to find out why his foot wouldn’t come lose. Finally he dislodged the small foot from between two rocks and pulled it from the water. As he looked at Davey’s foot to make sure nothing was broken or it wasn’t cut, he saw the boy’s toes and froze.

For several moments Wally didn’t move. He could barely breathe as he gazed at the boy’s feet. His third and fourth toes were joined together in a web. He couldn’t believe he hadn’t noticed that before. But then he’d never really looked at the boy. Davey was crying for his mother, but Wally was too stunned to move.

For the first time he looked into the boys face; really looked. He had his mother’s dark eyes and hair, but his skin was quite fair. His nose and mouth were quite European, and not unlike his own.

“Oh, God,” Wally said emotionally. Tears came to his eyes. The boy looked at him beguilingly with his big, innocent eyes. Wally suddenly felt ashamed of all the names he’d called him. He’d been right under his nose and he’d never done more than give him a hostile glance.

Wally’s hands began to shake. Davey was still crying for his mother.

“I’ll take you back to your mamma,” he said kindly. He pulled the boy into his embrace and held him tight, closing his eyes for just a moment. Davey’s big brown eyes grew even bigger with terror.

“It’s all right,” Wally said. “You’re safe.” Tears rolled down his cheeks and he brushed them away as he climbed the embankment with Davey in his arms. At the top, he glanced down again, unable to believe how lucky the boy had been – unable to believe he would never had known who Davey was if this had not happened.

When Wally appeared with her son in his arms, Missy screamed with joy. Her screams alerted Maggie and Arabella, who came out of the back door of the pub. By the time Wally reached Missy, Rita and Lily, they were there also.

“You found him,” Maggie said joyously. “Is he all right?”

Wally was so choked with emotion all he could do was nod. All the way back to the hotel he’d barely been able to take his eyes off Davey, as he constantly reassured him they were returning to his mother.

Missy reached for her son, who stretched his little arms out to her and clung around her neck. She cried tears of joy.

Maggie could see how dazed Wally was.

“Are you all right, Wally? You look a bit shook up.”

Wally nodded, his eyes fixed on Davey.

“He’s … my son,” he said in little more than a whisper.

“What?” Maggie said, not sure she’d heard him correctly.

“Davey is my boy,” Wally repeated.

Maggie blinked in amazement and glanced at Arabella.

“How do you know that?” she asked Wally.

Missy looked shocked, too. She’d never been sure which man was Dayinda’s father, but she’d always thought Wally was the more likely candidate. That he would accept her son as his was even more of a shock.

Wally grasped Davey’s foot.

“He has web toes,” he said fighting overwhelming emotion. “It runs in my family.”

Maggie suddenly realized why Wally would never remove his socks, not even when she was stitching his leg and wanted to wash it. He’d stubbornly refused.

Wally sat down on the ground and removed his boots, which were wet, and one sock. He showed the women his toes, which were exactly the same as Davey’s. The little boy took a cautious interest too.

“My grandfather had web toes, so did my father and my brothers have them, too. It seems to run in the male side of my family. I never take my socks off because I was ridiculed as a kid. I was always called ‘duck boy’. That’s why I’m a bit sensitive when people make fun of me.” He glanced at Arabella and looked ashamed.

“Well, I’ll be …” Maggie said.

“I don’t want the men to know this,” Wally said urgently. He glanced at Arabella again.

“I won’t say anything,” she promised.

“So you have a son, Wally. And a fine boy he is,” Maggie said.

Wally nodded, and looked at Missy. He got to his feet again.

“I’ll see him right,” he said, nodding at little Davey. “I’ll do the right thing by him.” He put his sock back on, and headed for the hotel carrying his wet boots.

“Do you think I could get a beer, Maggie?” he called over his shoulder.

“It’s a bit early, but I reckon you’ve earned one, Wally,” Maggie called back.

She looked at Missy and smiled. The aboriginal woman was not only joyous to have her son back, but very happy that the boy’s father had finally acknowledged him.

“I think Wally wants to celebrate,” Maggie said quietly.

Arabella smiled, too. For the first time she thought there was a chance that Wally would change.

“I’ll make omelets for an early lunch,” Arabella said when she and Maggie reached the hotel kitchen. “When the men get back they’ll be hungry.”

Maggie blinked in surprise.

“Have you done it before?”

“Yes, and they turned out very well,” Arabella said proudly.

“It’s certainly a day for revelations,” Maggie said as she took three loaves of bread out of the oven, and then went through to the bar to get Wally a drink.

When the men returned, Arabella dished up the omelets. Maggie was very impressed with them.

“You’ll have to show me how to do that,” she said as she added slices of bread to the plates she picked up to take through to the dining room.

Arabella beamed with pride. A few weeks ago she would never have believed there’d be anything she could show Maggie.

Terry, Tony, Les and Stuart had already gone through to the bar to ask Wally the details of how he’d rescued Davey. They’d met up with Rita, Lily and Missy in the street so they knew the boy had been found.

When Maggie and Arabella brought the omelets through to the dining room, the men came through from the bar. They were congratulating Wally. Maggie straight away assumed that he’d told them Davey was his son.

“Isn’t it amazing that little Davey turned out to be Wally’s son?” she said to her husband as he took a seat at one of the dining tables.

“What?” Tony said.

Maggie gasped.

“Oh, I thought that was why you were congratulating him.” She glanced at Wally, who flushed. “I’m sorry,” she said. She didn’t know whether she’d done something wrong because Wally hadn’t mentioned that he didn’t want anyone to know. The men looked at Wally for confirmation.

“It’s true,” he said bashfully, but with a hint of pride. “Davey is my son.”

“How do you know?” Les asked suspiciously.

“He … looks like me,” Wally explained quickly. “I can’t believe I never noticed it before.” He’d already thought about what he’d say to his mates but he still felt his face grow warm.

“I always thought he looked a bit like me,” Les said defensively.

“No,” Maggie said. “I could clearly see the resemblance when Wally was carrying Davey. The boy is the spit of him.” She knew Wally would be mortified if he had to admit that web toes ran in the family, and she didn’t want him to be forced to do it.

“You’ll have to be more responsible now,” Terry said as he took his place at the table.

“Yes, I will,” Wally said. “Now I’ve got a reason to be.”

“You’ve still got serious charges to face, and you’ll likely do jail time, Terry reminded him.”

Wally’s joy evaporated and he literally slumped on his chair. Arabella glanced at Maggie, who clearly felt sorry for him.

“If I withdraw the charges,” Arabella said to Terry, “will Wally still have to face the magistrate?”

“He won’t if Goolim agrees to withdraw his complaint, too” Terry said. “But I’d think very carefully about doing that.”

“I’ll speak to Goolim immediately,” Arabella said. “If Wally has found his son, they shouldn’t be parted.”

Terry was a bit skeptical about Wally’s sudden wish to become a ‘father’, but he didn’t say so.

Arabella left without looking at Wally, so she didn’t see the amazement on his face.

She was walking to Ghan town when Wally caught up with her.

“Fitzi,” he called.

Arabella spun around with a hint of annoyance in her features.

“I mean … Arabella,” Wally corrected.

“What is it?” she asked.

“I don’t deserve what you’re doing for me, but I really appreciate it.”

“If Goolim agrees to drop the charges, you can do something for me, Wally,” she replied.

“What?”

“Be nicer to the aboriginal women, especially Missy.”

Wally’s head dropped.

“I have a lot to make up for, I know that. I …” He was momentarily lost for words.

“What is it, Wally?”

“I never knew I’d feel this way, but looking into that little boy’s eyes, knowing he’s mine, affected me in a way I never thought possible. I’ve always been a selfish ba…,” He stopped himself. “It’s always been just me.”

“Haven’t you got any family?”

“Yes, but I’ve been on my own since I was fourteen years old. My old man was a shearer. He worked hard, but he drank twice as hard. My mother died when I was twelve. I have three older brothers but they’d left home by then, so it was just me and dad. He took me to the shearing sheds with him, but I was too much responsibility and he’d never had it as mum always took care of us kids. By the time I got to fourteen he couldn’t be bothered with me anymore and told me to bugger off and look after myself.”

Arabella couldn’t believe any parent could do that.

“I want to be there for my boy,” Wally said.

“You won’t take him away from Missy, will you?” Arabella asked, suddenly frightened for the aboriginal woman. Maggie had told her such things happened.

“No, Davey loves her and she’s all he’s had. I don’t want her going with men for money anymore, though. I don’t want the mother of my son doing that.”

Arabella could see the idea was abhorable to him.

“Then you’ll have to look after her and provide for the both of them.”

“Yes, I will. I haven’t worked it all out yet because I’m still in a state of shock, but I know I’ll have to make some lifestyle changes. Davey is frightened of me now and I don’t blame him because I’ve treated him and his mother appallingly, but I want to change that.”

“Let’s hope Goolim agrees to drop the charges against you, too.”

Wally nodded, but he was not very confident. Lost in thoughts he returned to the hotel.

Goolim did agree, but Arabella had to work hard to convince him to do it. In the end he had relented, but only when she had assured him that Wally would never bother him again.

Back at the hotel, Wally was sitting with Maggie in the lounge waiting for news. When she told him that Goolim had agreed to drop the charges against him, she thought he’d be overjoyed, but he looked terribly serious. 

“I owe you, Fitzi,” he said quietly.

Arabella scowled.

“I mean … Arabella,” he corrected himself.

“Just do the right thing by Missy and little Davey,” Arabella said. “You will, won’t you? I don’t want to regret letting you off for what you did.”

He nodded gravely.

“I’ll make sure he does,” Maggie said, and then her own features saddened when she realized she would not be around to do it. On the verge of tears, she got up and left before Wally and Arabella noticed how upset she was.

“I wish there was something we could do for Maggie,” Wally said.

“If by some miracle the beer and the donated meat should get here tomorrow, along with lots of people, we could still save the pub. But I can’t see that happening,” Arabella said sadly.

“I saw a miracle today,” Wally said. “Davey was lucky he wasn’t killed. So I wouldn’t give up hope yet.”

Later that day, Arabella sorted Maggie out. She wanted to speak to her alone and found her in the kitchen, scrubbing the grill.

“Maggie,” Arabella said, “how did it feel when you first realized you loved Tony?”

Surprised by the question, Maggie looked up and wiped perspiration from her brow. For a few moments she thought back to when she’d first met Tony. A small smile came to her lips.

“I used to get a fluttering sensation in my tummy whenever he was near,” she said. “And I could never find an intelligent word to utter.”

Arabella knew that feeling.

“Anything else?” she asked.

“I couldn’t think about anything else but him, day and night.” Maggie smiled. “But there’s a lot more to it than that. For one thing, if you really love someone, you’d do anything to make him happy, including giving him up.”

“Thank you,” Arabella said and left the kitchen.

Maggie wondered if Arabella had fallen in love with Stuart. Maggie thought highly of Stuart, and knew he was very fond of Arabella, but she also knew that Jonathan was in love with her. He hadn’t actually told Maggie he loved her, but she could see it in his face every time he looked at her. She’d also sensed that tension had developed between Jonathan and Stuart since she’d been away. Obviously they’d become rivals for Arabella’s affection.
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Arabella was very thoughtful for the rest of the day, and Jonathan seemed to be avoiding her. Late in the afternoon she went to see if Uri was still with Bess. She was happy to see he was. She was stroking the young camel’s nose, when Paddy came over to collect him.

“I thought I’d find him here,” he said tersely. One of Paddy’s cows had had difficulty giving birth and he’d had to help her, or he would have been over to collect Uri much earlier.

“He turned up when he was frightened of the storm, so I put him and Bess together to keep each other company.”

Paddy didn’t comment as he put a rope around the young camel’s neck, but Arabella thought he looked cross.

“I hear his training is not going too well,” she said quietly.

“He’s giving me problems,” Paddy admitted.

“You won’t … shoot him, will you, Paddy?”

“No, I won’t shoot him, but if he’s not used to some handling in the next few months, he will be sold for meat. So his future is really up to him.”

It had crossed Arabella’s mind that she could tell Paddy that her father would buy Uri, and then he could stay with Bess, but she wasn’t sure what Stuart was going to do. If he went back to England, she didn’t know what would happen to the mare. She also couldn’t leave them with Maggie and Tony if they were evicted from the Great Northern Hotel and were forced to leave Marree. It seemed everyone’s future was so uncertain, including Uri’s and the mare’s.

“Is there anyway I can help?” Arabella asked. She couldn’t face the idea of Uri being sold for meat.

“Yes, if Uri comes over here again, ignore him, and keep him away from the mare. He’s a camel, and he must learn to behave like one.” Paddy led Uri out of the yard and in the direction of Ghan town. The young camel turned his head to look back, but Paddy angrily jerked the rope around his neck and growled at him. Witnessing this, tears came to Arabella’s eyes. It was so unfair, but she had to turn her back on the orphaned baby camel – for his sake. That didn’t stop it breaking her heart, and she knew she’d miss him terribly. Bess came out of her stall and looked in the direction that Uri had been taken. The patient mare’s ears flicked and she snorted, as if she was confused about why her companion kept being taken away. Arabella had to turn away as her tears flowed.

In the evening, Arabella climbed the stairs to retire early and met Maggie in the hallway. She’d been keeping to herself in her room since dinner, which had been a quiet and somber affair.

“I think a storm is approaching again,” Maggie said. Threatening rumbles of thunder could be heard in the distance.

“Oh, dear. What about poor Moira and her family?” Arabella asked. “She promised they would arrive here today, so they must be bogged somewhere between here and Farina.”

“There’s nothing we can do, except pray for them,” Maggie said.

“I thought the beer would have arrived by now, too. Ted said the camels bringing it should be able to get here, despite the mud from the rain.”

“The mud wouldn’t worry the camels, but I doubt the Afghans will travel if there’s lightning around. It’s too dangerous and the camels won’t like it.” Maggie could see Arabella was very worried. “You’ve no idea how much I appreciate all you’ve tried to do, Arabella. It isn’t your fault it hasn’t worked out, so don’t feel guilty.”

“If only this rain hadn’t come,” Arabella said wearily. She was mentally fatigued from all the worry so she could only imagine how poor Maggie felt.

“We’re always battling the weather up here,” Maggie said. “It’s usually the drought, so it’s ironic that we’re being hit by fierce storms when we least want the rain.”

“I’m sorry everything has turned out so badly, Maggie.”

“So am I, but as I said, it’s not your fault. Good night.”

Arabella could see Maggie’s troubles were weighing heavily on her mind. She was putting on a brave face, but Arabella was sure she was deeply depressed. She knew she’d be hiding how she really felt for Tony’s sake and he was doing the same. Theirs was a truly unselfish love.

An hour later, lightning was flashing through the sky again, illuminating the windows, and the rumbles of thunder had come much closer. Arabella lay awake for some time, praying for Moira and her family but then finally weariness caught up with her, and she fell asleep.

At midnight, a loud crash woke her up. It was the loudest noise she’d ever heard, and she sat bolt upright in bed with her heart pounding. Her first thought was that the roof had caved in. She leapt from bed and opened her door. It was pitch dark in her room, but as she opened the door, lightning flashed. She jumped with fright again, but for a second it lit up the room, and she could see the ceiling was fine except for several damp patches. She tried her light switch but the power had gone. Then she heard Maggie’s voice, and Tony’s. Tony was telling his wife that the generator cable must be down. They were in the hallway, and then Jonathan’s door opened.

“What was that noise?” Arabella asked, scared out of her wits. It took all her willpower not to throw herself into Jonathan’s arms.

“We’re going down to investigate,” Tony said as he and Maggie felt their way past Arabella’s doorway.

Jonathan reached for her and they went towards the stairs together, following Maggie and Tony. Les was already downstairs. They heard him calling Tony with urgency in his voice. Nobody noticed that Stuart was missing.

When they reached the kitchen it was lit up. To see the source of the light was a total shock. Through the kitchen window they could see flames behind the hay shed.

Maggie screamed and Les opened the back door. Tony pushed past him to see what had caught fire. They all followed him outside. It was no longer raining but they didn’t notice.

“It’s the hay,” Jonathan cried. He’d known it was a mistake to put the hay out in the open.

“That crack we heard must have been lightning striking the bales,” Tony said as he calmly tried to assess the best thing to do next.

Maggie’s reaction was the opposite.

“Oh, God,” she screamed.

Within seconds, flames were leaping from the pile of hay, with sparks flying into tree branches overhead. As the hay had been stacked next to the generator near the hay shed, Arabella immediately thought of the piano inside the hay shed.

“Will the hay shed go up?” Arabella asked Maggie. They were still wearing their nightgowns and had nothing on their feet.

“I hope not,” Maggie said. She knew Arabella was thinking of the piano, but she was thinking of the hotel. Sparks could carry to the hotel and if that happened, there was nothing they could do to stop it burning.

Tony grabbed a bucket and ran to the horse trough, scooping up water. Pain shot through his ribs, but he ignored it. While he threw water on the burning hay bales, Maggie got another two buckets from the laundry and handed one to Arabella. Ted appeared and Maggie told him to pump water from the bore, while she and Arabella took turns to throw it on the hay bales. Even though the hay had been wet, the lightning had blown the bales apart and it was the drier hay inside that was burning fiercely. But they were still trudging through puddles and mud to get from the bore to the burning hay.

Wally suddenly appeared in the darkness, and then Fred Powell. Ted lived close by, so he’d been awoken by the crack of lightning and looked out of his window to see the hay on fire. Like everyone else, Fred and Wally were shocked to see the fire. Tony was shouting for Wally, Ted and Les to grab pitch forks and spades, which they did, using them to pull the burning hay apart. When Fred had seen the flames from his house he’d had the forethought to come running over with a blanket that he tried to smother and beat the flames out with. Tony continued to throw water on the bales, but the sparks rising into the leaves of the tree above had caught alight. Sometimes gum trees on fire exploded, so Tony was worried that would happen.

It wasn’t very windy, but Jonathan was still concerned about the generator as sparks got closer to it. Tony didn’t know about the leak, but he panicked when he thought of what could happen.

“Tony, I’m worried about the generator,” he yelled. “There was a fuel leak a few days ago.”

“What?” Tony said with eyes wide.

“I fixed the leak, but there’s fuel all over the ground nearby. I know it’s rained a lot, but I’m still concerned.”

“You’re right to be.” Tony looked at the generator. In the light from the fire he could see fuel floating on the puddles around the fuel tank and sparks landing dangerously close. Suddenly a spark caught the floating fuel.

“Run!”, Tony yelled to everybody.

Dropping their buckets, pitch forks and spades, the group turned and headed for the street, running as fast as they could. Jonathan took hold of Arabella’s hand and pulled her along. Mohomet Basheer had just come out of his rooms at the back of the store, and they nearly bowled him over in the darkness. When they were a safe distance away, they stood waiting for an agonizing minute. Then there was an explosion. Flames leapt into the air. The group watched in horror as the wind carried the flames along with spark from the burning tree, towards the hotel.

“Oh, no,” Maggie cried. Her worst fears were being realized.

“Is everybody out of the hotel?” Tony asked, panicking again. He hastily did a head count.

“Where’s Stuart?” he asked, looking for him in the darkness. “Has anyone seen him?” He tried to remember if he’d seen him since they came outside, but he was sure he hadn’t. He took off to do a quick search around the hotel and outside buildings.

“My photography equipment,” Jonathan cried when he saw one wall of the hotel catch alight. He took off running towards the hotel.

“Jonathan! No!” Arabella screamed. It seemed to take only seconds before the wall was burning fiercely. “Come back.” She went to go after him, but Maggie stopped her.

“We must find Stuart,” Maggie said, terrified. “He must be here somewhere.”

“He’s not here,” Les said looking around.

“I haven’t seen him either,” Ted said.

Suddenly they could hear Bess whinnying in distress from the stables as smoke filled the air.

“I’ll move the horse to safety,” Ted began to run.

“Be careful,” Maggie cried after him. Every now and then there was a gust of hot wind which carried sparks, so she was worried the stable would catch alight next.

As the Mohomet’s store and the post office were the closest buildings to the pub, Mohomet went back to make sure no sparks landed on his roof or the post office roof unnoticed. He had a ladder, and he intended to climb it to the roof to put the sparks out if they did.

Tony appeared again and he looked terribly worried.

“I can’t find Stuart Thompson anywhere,” he said in alarm. “I’ve searched all around the hotel. He didn’t say he was going anywhere, did he?”

“No, he had no plans to go anywhere as far as I know,” Maggie said.

Tony gasped and looked towards the burning hotel.

“Surely he’s not in there,” he said, horrified. He’d thought everybody was out.

By now, smoke and flames were billowing from the upstairs windows.

“Jonathan’s gone back in there to get his photography equipment,” Maggie cried.

“What? The stupid fool will be killed!” Tony cried.

Arabella heard what he said and she panicked all the more.

“Jonathan,” she screamed. She tried to go towards the hotel again, but Maggie held her back.

“I’m going in to search for Stuart,” Tony said. “And I’ll tell Jonathan to get the Hell out of there.”

“You can’t, Tony,” Maggie said in a panic. “It’s too dangerous.” She couldn’t face the prospect of losing him, too.

“I can’t leave Stuart in there,” Tony said. He set off running towards the hotel.

Maggie covered her face with her hands and cried.

“I’ll go with him,” Wally said heroically as he chased after Tony.

Arabella put her arms around Maggie and they huddled together, crying.

Minutes dragged by as they heard crackling and crashes as timbers collapsed and windows shattered. Then Jonathan reappeared carrying some of his photography equipment. He got a few feet from the hotel and then dropped to the ground, choking on smoke.

Les, Ted, Arabella and Maggie rushed to his side, helping him to his feet. The men gathered his equipment.

“Where’s Tony?” Maggie cried anxiously.

“I don’t know,” Jonathan spluttered and gasped. “You can’t see anything in there … the smoke is too thick.”

Suddenly there was a cloud burst overhead, and rain came pouring down.

“Oh, thank God,” Maggie cried with relief. She was even more relieved when her husband and Wally reappeared from the hotel. They were both coughing and supporting each other.

“Where’s Stuart?” Maggie asked as she strained to see if her husband was hurt. He had a large bump on the front of his soot smudged forehead. He and Wally were gasping to fill their lungs with fresh air, but otherwise they appeared to be all right.

“We can’t … find him,” Tony said hoarsely, “But upstairs has been engulfed in flames and the heat and smoke drove us back. Jonathan was lucky to get out. I wouldn’t have got out if it wasn’t for Wally.” A timber in the hallway had collapsed on him. If Wally hadn’t been there to pull him out, he’d still be inside.

“Thank you, Wally,” Maggie cried.

Wally shrugged off his heroism.

“Surely Stuart wouldn’t sleep through the fire,” Arabella said. She couldn’t believe the explosion hadn’t woken him.

“You wouldn’t think so,” Maggie said. “But maybe he was overcome with smoke.” Her voice cracked as a sob rose in her throat.

Suddenly Terry appeared. His boots were unlaced and his shirt unbuttoned, making it obvious he’d dressed in a hurry and in the dark.

“God, what happened?” he asked. “Has anyone been hurt?”

“Lightning struck the hay bales, and then the generator exploded,” Tony said.

Terry was a very heavy sleeper, but it had been the explosion of the generator that woke him. He’d thought it was lightning striking a gum tree until he looked out of his bedroom window and saw the pub on fire.

“We can’t find Stuart Thompson,” Maggie said emotionally. “He must still be in the hotel.”

Terry looked at the burning hotel. The fire was ferociously devouring the old building. He was sure no-one inside could survive.

“Are you sure he didn’t get out? Many of the rooms lead onto the balcony so he could have easily escaped.”

“We’ve been in there, but we couldn’t find him,” Tony said, coughing again.

“Then maybe he did get out,” Terry said hopefully.

“But we haven’t seen him,” Maggie said worried. “And Tony has searched outside. So where could he be? The fire and the explosion would have woken him up. It woke all of us up.”

Terry looked at the burning pub.

“Anything could have happened. He could have woken up in a panic, jumped out of bed, and tripped in the darkness, bumping his head.”

“Maybe that’s why he didn’t answer me when I called him from his doorway,” Jonathan said. He was sickened to think Stuart could have been lying on the floor, just a few feet from him, and he didn’t see him.

“We have to get him out,” Arabella said frantically. “We have to do something.”

“No-one can go back in there now,” Terry said, upset. He understood how everyone felt, but it was his duty to make sure no-one else put their life in danger.

The top of the hay shed had caught alight when a branch from the burning gum tree fell on it, but the sudden, timely downpour quickly doused the flames. The hay bales continued to smolder, but the iron roof of the hotel prevented the rain from penetrating inside, so the hotel continued to burn.

While they’d been standing there, the Afghans and the aboriginals had come running to help. There was nothing anyone could do, but for a crazy few minutes everyone was running in circles trying to think of some way to help, but then they had to accept it was too late to save the pub.

“Everyone got out of the hotel, didn’t they?” Paddy asked Jonathan in an urgent tone.

“We can’t find Stuart Thompson,” Jonathan replied, his expression blank with shock. “Tony and Wally went in looking for him, but they couldn’t locate him.” He knew the stairs would be burning because the flames were traveling so fast. As it was, he’d lost some of his equipment. He had managed to get his box of photographs out, so at least he hadn’t lost all of his precious memories and work, but he couldn’t save any of his developing equipment in the downstairs cupboard because he couldn’t carry it. He almost felt guilty for even thinking of it because it was insignificant in comparison to a life being lost.

For a few minutes they all stood somberly watching the flames leaping into the sky.

Maggie went to her husband and he put his arm around her as they witnessed many years of their lives being devoured by the flames. “The bank won’t get much now,” she whispered. It seemed unimportant when Stuart had lost his life, but Maggie couldn’t help thinking it.

“No,” Tony said. He was absolutely devastated that he hadn’t been able to save Stuart Thompson.

They stood and watched as the hotel’s roof caved in with an almighty crash that sent a flurry of sparks high into the night sky.

They were soaked, and the rain was becoming heavier. Most of the Afghans went back to Ghan town because some of the camels had broken out of their pens when the lightning struck and they had to find them before they wandered too far away. The aboriginal women and their children stood with the McMahons. Their way of grieving was to softly wail and moan. Maggie gently asked them to go, as they were making her feel worse.

After an hour, in which no-one spoke, the heavy rain slowly doused the flames, leaving only small fires burning in sheltered spots, but unfortunately but there wasn’t much more to burn. All that was left standing was the blackened, outer stone walls and some of the inside walls on the lower floor. Most of the rest had gone, including the wooden balcony. Maggie watched with tears streaming down her face. She was numb. The threat of losing the pub through the bank had been bad enough, but now all her memories had gone up in smoke. Even if a miracle happened, and the money they owed the bank fell from the sky, there was nothing left.

Tony couldn’t believe the run of bad luck they’d had. He was literally lost for words, and left wondering what they’d done to deserve all that had happened to them.

“I have made up beds at my house for you, Miss Fitzherbert and the McMahons,” Paddy approached Jonathan. He was well aware than no-one had slept. “It will be cramped, but it’s dry and somewhere to sleep.”

“That is very kind of you,” Jonathan said thankfully. Wally had gone back to Frankie Miller’s house and taken Les with him. Ted had returned to his house. He’d asked Maggie and Tony to join him, but they’d refused. “I’m not sure that Maggie and Tony will take up your offer, and I think I should stay with them.” He asked Arabella what she would like to do. She was so tearful she could barely speak.

“I’ll stay here with Maggie and Tony for awhile,” she managed to say.

“If you change your minds at any time, just come to my house,” Paddy said.

“Thank you very much,” Jonathan said.

“I can’t do anything here until morning,” Terry said to Tony. “I’ll have to look for the remains of Mr. Thompson, so please don’t enter the building until I’ve done that.”

Tony nodded and tightened his grip on Maggie’s shoulder. He could feel her shaking. Soon after Terry had gone, the rain eased, and Maggie and Tony walked over to the store and laundry, which miraculously were still intact. It was still dark, but they inspected the buildings, noting the roof of the laundry had caught fire, but the rain had soon put it out. The outhouse had also survived.

While they were away, several of the Afghans brought over wooden cots to Jonathan and Arabella in the hay shed, which they set up for them to lie on. They also brought lanterns and several blankets. The legs on the cots were collapsible, but folded out which kept the beds off the ground and out of the wet. Jonathan was very grateful.

“I can’t believe Stuart is gone,” Arabella said deeply saddened.

Jonathan could only assume that Arabella was upset, because she had feelings for him and saw a future with him.

Maggie’s voice raised in anger suddenly caught their attention.

“What do you mean the insurance wasn’t paid up? I specially put the money aside to pay it.”

Maggie and Tony were returning to the hay shed, so Arabella and Jonathan could see how angry Maggie was in the light from the lamps.

“I feel awful now, Maggie, but the train was delayed and we needed extra supplies from Lyndhurst.”

“So you used the insurance money?” Maggie couldn’t believe it.

“I gave it to the cameleers going down for the supplies. I know I shouldn’t have, but we’d had a really slow couple of months.”

“Slower than usual?” Maggie screeched. “The bank will be chasing us for the rest of our lives now, Tony McMahon. Could things get any worse?” Maggie stormed off in a flood of tears.

“Maggie, come back,” Tony cried weakly. He slumped onto one of the cots with his head in his hands.

“I’ll go and talk to her,” Arabella said. She followed Maggie through the dark in the direction of the aboriginal quarter. She caught up with her when Maggie stopped to kick a tree. She cried out in pain, and growled in sheer frustration before falling to her knees in the mud, crying.

“Maggie, are you all right?” Arabella asked, kneeling in the mud beside her.

“No, I’m not,” Maggie wailed.

“I know you are angry, but Tony couldn’t have foreseen this happening.”

“That’s why you have insurance, just in case something like this happens. No matter how hard up we’ve been, I’ve always paid it.”

“He’s as devastated as you are, Maggie.”

“I know, but I’m still angry with him,” Maggie said.

“You just want someone to blame for all of this,” Arabella said. “And that’s understandable,” she added quickly.

“I don’t know what will become of us now,” Maggie said. “It’s the not knowing that’s the scariest.”

Arabella put her arm around Maggie’s shoulders.

“We’ve nowhere to go, and we have absolutely nothing. Not a penny to our name’s, and not a stitch of clothing.”

“I know how that feels,” Arabella said.

For the first time Maggie really understood how Arabella had felt when she arrived in Marree. It wasn’t the same though. She had a home to go to.

“I’m so tired of all the worry, Arabella, and we can’t even make a clean break from here, because we had no insurance. So it’s never going to end.”


CHAPTER TWENTY NINE
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No-one slept, but they were exhausted and mentally drained, so the cots provided by the Afghans were gratefully put to good use. A few hours later they witnessed the first rays of colour change the sky, as dawn crept over the desert. The storm had faded away and the rain had stopped, so the morning light was beautiful, with not a hint of the awful night they’d lived through. The sky became flushed with a myriad of pinks and oranges, softening the harsh, unforgiving landscape beneath.

Gazing at it, the small group was able to forget the horror of the night before for just a few moments. It wasn’t until they looked at the ugly sight of the burnt hotel, now a blight on the landscape, that the numbing pain came back.

Suddenly they heard a shout and several camels appeared. It took a moment for them to realize the camels were carting the beer from Farina.

Mohomet Khan gave the command for the camels to kneel, and then he dismounted.

“What happened? I saw the light from the fire from many miles away.”

Tony stood up to speak to him.

“Lightning caused the fire,” he said.

Arabella got up.

“Did you see Moira Quiggley and her family on the way here?” she asked. She hadn’t been able to stop thinking about them.

“I left Farina before they did,” Mohomet said. “I have two hundred and thirty bottles of beer here for you.”

“We didn’t think you’d get here because of the lightning,” Arabella said. “As a matter of fact, we’re not expecting anyone to get here.”

“I was about fifteen miles out of Farina when the storm hit. It was a difficult journey, but I thought I may as well go on, as go back. Either way, I was going to be confronted with rain and lightning. I was lucky to have these females to carry the beer,” he gestured to the camels, “as they have the most temperate natures, so they handled the storm quite well.”

“At least we now have beer for Stuart’s wake,” Tony muttered.

It would have seemed like a cruel comment, but no-one took it that way. Stuart was gone and there was nothing they could do about it.

At that moment Terry appeared. He was wearing heavy boots and donning gloves, ready for the gruesome task of sorting through the charred remains in the pub for Stuart Thompson’s remains.

“Good morning,” he said as he went towards the burnt out shell of the Great Northern Hotel. “No-one has been in the ruins, have they?”

“No,” Tony said.

“Where would you like me to put the beer?” Mohomet asked as he began undoing the straps that secured the beer to his camels. He was fairly elderly, but they could tell he was fit, even though he was covered in robes, because he’d leapt from his camel with the spring of a man half his age. Even so, Jonathan and Tony planned to help him unload the beer.

“In the hay shed, I guess,” Tony said. He intended to send all but a few bottles back in a few days because he had nowhere to keep it cool, nowhere to serve it from, and no customers to serve it to.

As Terry wandered amid the ruins of the hotel, Tony and Jonathan busied themselves unloading the camels with Mohomet. When the task was done, Mohomet took the camels to Ghan town to feed and rest them.

Paddy suddenly appeared and he looked harried.

“Have you seen Uri?” he asked Arabella. He was out of breath.

“No. Is he missing?”

“Yes, he got out with the camels that broke down the rails of their pens in the storm last night.”

“Ted put Bess back in the stable before he retired, but Uri wasn’t around or he would have said so,” Arabella said.

“I’ve just checked the stables. He’s not there. We’ve caught most of the camels that escaped, but we haven’t seen Uri,” Paddy said.

“I’d look for him but I have no clothes or shoes,” Arabella said. Normally she would have felt self conscious in her nightgown, but the circumstances were extraordinary.

“Perhaps Mohomet Basheer will give us something to wear and some shoes,” Maggie suggested.

“If he does, I’ll help you look for Uri,” Arabella said to Paddy.

“He may have run off with some of the friskier males,” Paddy said. “If he has, he’ll turn feral before we ever see him again.”

“Oh, no, won’t the farmers shoot him if he goes feral?”

“Yes, that could well happen,” Paddy said. “I’ll continue to look for him.” He hurried away.

Arabella sank onto a cot.

“Poor Uri. He must be the unluckiest camel in the world.”

“He might come back, Arabella,” Jonathan said, trying to give her hope. “You know he’s very fond of you, and Bess. Let’s see if Mohomet Basheer will give you something to wear, and then we’ll saddle Bess and go and look for Uri.”

Arabella brightened.

“Can we?”

“Yes. You go over to the store with Maggie.” Jonathan had grabbed his trousers, shirt and shoes when he went back into the hotel for his photography equipment. He’d actually wrapped his camera in his trousers to keep it safe until he got out of the hotel.

Mohomet graciously told Arabella and Maggie to help themselves to anything they needed from his store. They were very appreciative. He also said they could wash and clean themselves up in his private rooms.

“You know we’ll settle our account one day,” Maggie said. She didn’t know when, or how, but she had every intention of paying her debt.

Mohomet understood that she still had her pride.

“Of course you will,” he said confidently.

“Thank you so much,” Arabella said with genuine warmth.

Mohomet smiled. He could see she had come such a long way from the uppity girl who had picked a gown out that covered her from head to toe, and it pleased him immensely.

By the time Arabella got to the stables, Jonathan had Bess saddled.

“If only the mare understood that we were looking for Uri,” Arabella said. “She might be able to find him before he gets too far away.”

Jonathan climbed aboard and then lifted Arabella up behind him. She wrapped her arms securely around his waist and they set off.

Terry picked something up in the ruins of the burnt hotel and dusted it off.

Tony was watching him.

“What have you found?”

“A watch.” Terry came out of the building and showed it to Tony

“Is it yours?” Terry asked.

“No.”

“Could it be Jonathan’s or Les Mitchell’s?”

“No, I haven’t seen them wearing a watch like that.”

“Then it must be Stuart Thompson’s.”

“Let me have a look at it,” Maggie said. “Stuart left his watch in the kitchen once, so I know what it looks like.”

Tony handed it to her. Maggie took one look at it and her bottom lip trembled. Even though the glass was cracked and blackened, she recognized it.

“It’s Stuart’s,” she whispered hoarsely.

“I feel so sorry for Maggie and Tony,” Arabella said, finding comfort in clinging to Jonathan. They were heading west, beside the creek which was still flowing swiftly. There were many camel foot prints in the ground beside the creek, so they were hoping to find Uri with some adults. On the other hand, they were aware that the camel prints could have been made by Afghans on camels out searching for those they hadn’t yet retrieved.

“So do I,” Jonathan said. “Such a tragedy puts everything into a much clearer perspective, doesn’t it?”

“Yes. It makes me realize what a pointless life I had back in England. I had no purpose and no ambition. I envy you, Jonathan. At least you know what you want to do with your life.”

Jonathan stopped Bess and turned to look at Arabella.

“I thought I did.”

“What do you mean?”

“There’s only one thing I know for sure now, Arabella, and that is I want to spend my life with you. It doesn’t have to be in the desert, I don’t care where it is. What happened last night made me realize my life would be empty and meaningless unless you were in it.”

“Oh, Jonathan, I feel the same, but I couldn’t ask you to give up the life you had planned. What you were going to do is so worthwhile.”

“I could find something else worthwhile to do in England.”

Arabella was so moved that Jonathan would give up his dream to be with her. She knew how much of a sacrifice it was.

“No, Jonathan, you can’t leave Australia and the bush. You wouldn’t be happy.”

“My life wouldn’t be worth living without you, Arabella, so I consider it a small sacrifice to make.” He suddenly looked troubled.

“What’s wrong, Jonathan?” Arabella wondered if he’d changed his mind already.

“I have to know whether you were planning a life with Stuart, Arabella.” He had to know if he was her second choice.

“No. He said he wanted to travel back to England with me, but I believe he was making a rash decision, just like when he got married. It didn’t matter though, because I wasn’t in love with Stuart. I had been thinking about spending my life with Stuart. He obviously loved me so much and I found him attractive. And then I was absolutely terrified when you went back into the burning hotel and I realized how much I love you and that I don’t want to live my life with any other man but you. But I won’t let you give up your life here.”

“Are you saying you love me, but we still won’t be together?”

“No, I’m saying I’d rather live here with you in a hut in the desert than without you in a city. I don’t care where we are, as long as we’re together.”

Jonathan smiled and his dark eyes misted.

“Do you mean that?”

“With all my heart.”

“I promise you’ll have better accommodation than a hut, Arabella. I couldn’t have my wife living in a hut.”

“Your Wife!” she repeated happily.

“You will marry me, won’t you?”

“Of course I will.” Arabella threw her arms around Jonathan and kissed him passionately.

“Wait,” he said, pulling away. “I’ll have to do this right. I’ll have to ask your father if I can have your hand.”

“If you insist,” Arabella said, smiling, “but I’m going to marry you no matter what he says.”

Jonathan pretended to frown.

“I’m not sure I can cope with a rebellious wife,” he said.

“You’ll cope,” Arabella said gazing into his dark eyes. “You’ll have to.”

They continued to search for another hour, but they didn’t find Uri. Arabella was terribly disappointed, and yet she felt elated because her future with Jonathan was settled after all the weeks of uncertainty and doubts.

“Let’s not say anything about us getting married when we get back,” Jonathan suggested. “It wouldn’t seem right to share our wonderful news after what happened to Stuart.”

They’d just got back to the stables when Moira and her family rolled into town. Their wagon was being pulled by a camel with an Afghan rider, with their horses were tied to the rear. When Tony looked it over, he could see the wagon had been buried up to the axels in mud.

“What happened here?” Moira asked in shock as she climbed down with her sons and her husband Phil and gazed at the blackened ruins of The Great Northern Hotel.

“Lightning,” Tony said, too despondent to go into details.

“The storms were shocking,” Moira said, realizing they’d actually been lucky they hadn’t been hit by lightning. “We only got five miles before it started to rain. We pressed on, but before long we were buried up to the wagon’s axels in mud.”

“It was very brave of you to keep going, Moira,” Maggie said. “Arabella has been worrying about you for days.”

With that Jonathan and Arabella appeared.

“Moira! You made it,” Arabella said with such relief.

“Yes, we’re a day late, but we’re here.”

“How did you get out of the mud?” Maggie asked.

“I made Phil walk back to Farina and fetch one of the Afghans. The camel pulled us out of the mud. They’re strong animals and having longer legs than horses is a great advantage in mud.”

Maggie was impressed with Moira’s resourcefulness.

“Was anyone hurt in the fire?” Phil asked Tony.

“Worse,” Tony replied despondently. “We lost one of our guests. Stuart Thompson.”

“Oh dear,” Moira said. “That’s just terrible.”

“Yes, it is,” Maggie said. “And you came all this way and we haven’t got any accommodation for you.” She fought to battle tears.

“Don’t worry about that,” Moira said. “We can bunk down in the wagon.” She suddenly thought of the reason they were holding the festivity. “You intend to rebuild, don’t you?” she asked.

Maggie swallowed the lump in her throat.

“We can’t. We don’t have any insurance.” She glanced at her husband.

“I didn’t pay it,” Tony said sheepishly.

“Oh,” Moira said. She couldn’t believe how unlucky they were.

“Nobody will get here for the festivity anyway,” Arabella said.

“I got here, didn’t I?” Moira said indignantly.

“Yes, it’s a miracle.”

“When I make a promise, I keep it. I wouldn’t be surprised if others got here, too.”

“I know why you went to all this trouble, Moira, and I’m grateful, but there’s no pub to save now,” Maggie said.

For once, Moira had no answer.

“We should be holding a funeral service,” Tony said.

“And Stuart’s family should be notified, but we don’t know where they are,” Maggie said.

“He told me they’re in England and Wales,” Arabella said.

“We’ll have to contact the Red Cross. They’ll find them.”

Moira opened up the supplies she’d brought, which included several loaves of bread and some preserves. She shared the food around. Maggie and Tony didn’t feel especially hungry, but Moira and her family ate, and so did Jonathan and Arabella, who sat close together on one of the cots in the hay shed. They touched each other whenever possible and kept gazing at each other, thinking of the future they would have together.

Maggie noticed how close they seemed. As far as she was concerned, they were well suited to one another.

“I haven’t seen Jimmy Wanganeen,” Maggie said. She’d seen Ruby with the women, which was unusual as Ruby and Jimmy were rarely apart.

Arabella glanced at Jonathan with a worried expression on her face.

“Jimmy passed away while you were at your sister’s,” Jonathan said.

“Oh, no,” Maggie said, putting her hand over her mouth.

”We held a little ceremony for him while the aboriginals were away to a ‘sorry camp’,” Arabella said.

“Oh, that was lovely of you.” Maggie wished she had been there to say goodbye to a man she considered a dear friend. “Was it the drink that killed him?”

“No, he stopped drinking when we ran out of meat,” Arabella said.

Maggie was confused.

“He used to hunt for us everyday, and then cook up a feast,” Jonathan said.

Maggie was speechless and so was Tony.

“He loved doing it,” Arabella said. “I believe it gave a real purpose to his day.”

“That’s wonderful,” Maggie said. She was so pleased for Jimmy. He’d regained his pride before he died.

“Arabella played the piano and sang a hymn for Jimmy,” Jonathan said.

“And Jonathan spoke about him,” Arabella said, “and what he said was absolutely lovely. Did you see the photograph he put up of Jimmy? It’s on the wall behind you.”

Maggie turned and looked at it.

“It’s amazing,” she said emotionally. “It’s so … Jimmy.”

“Ted said Jonathan had captured Jimmy’s soul in that photograph, and he was right,” Arabella said proudly.

“A lot has happened while we’ve been away,” Maggie summed up.

“What will you do now?” Moira asked.

“I don’t know,” Maggie said, her eyes welling with tears again. “We can’t even afford the price of a ticket on the train when it’s running again.” She glanced at her husband.

“I suppose we could go back to my sister’s until we figure out what we can do with the rest of our lives.”

“You’re in shock now, Maggie,” Phil said. “Take some time to think about it.”

“That won’t change anything.”

“We have some beer, Phil,” Tony said. “Let’s open a few bottles and see what Dave’s brew turned out like.”

“Let’s make a toast to Stuart Thompson,” Jonathan said and Arabella was touched by his kindness.

“We’ve got no good news to toast,” Maggie said.

Arabella glanced at Jonathan.

“Shall we say something?” she whispered.

Maggie heard her.

“What are you two whispering about?” she asked.

Arabella looked at her, but she wasn’t sure whether to say anything.

“Arabella and I are getting married,” Jonathan announced proudly.

Maggie gasped, and Tony smiled.

“That’s wonderful news,” Maggie said. “You are perfect for each other.”

“You’re getting a great girl,” Tony said.

His words brought tears to Arabella’s eyes.

“Thank you,” she said.

“I know I was hard on you when you first came here, but you’ve grown into a lovely young woman,” Tony added.

“I’ve changed a lot,” Arabella said, “and it is due to all of you.”

Tony glanced at his wife.

“We’ve met a lot of people over the years, but you were one out of the box, Arabella Fitzherbert,” he said. “I think Maggie would agree you were a bit of handful at first, but she saw the good in you. You’ve stuck by us in the hard times, and that means a lot to us.”

“You took me in when I needed help,” Arabella said. “And you didn’t throw me out when I deserved it.”

Tony laughed, but then his expression became serious again.

“You saved our business …” He glanced at the old pub struggling with his emotions, and then raised his glass. “To Stuart,” he said.

“To Stuart,” they all echoed.

“And to Jonathan and Arabella,” Maggie said. “May they have many years of happiness together.”


CHAPTER THIRTY
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Seeking time alone, Jonathan and Arabella slipped away for a walk together.

“I’m sure the train will come through any day now,” Jonathan said.

“I’ve been saying that for weeks,” Arabella said wearily. “It’s beginning to feel like it will never get here.”

“It will, and I’m sure you’ll be overjoyed to see your parents.” Jonathan felt a bitter sweet happiness. He was joyful that Arabella would be reunited with her parents, but he was worried that they would want her to go home to England with them.

“Yes, I will,” Arabella said, smiling at the thought. A moment later her smile faded. “Not knowing what happened to me will have caused them so much suffering and I just want it to be over. That’s been the hardest part for me, knowing they’re in tremendous pain.” She couldn’t recall the moment she stopped thinking of herself, and began thinking only of them.

“Imagine how surprised they are going to be when I tell them we plan to marry,” Arabella said, smiling again.

“If your father finds me suitable,” Jonathan interjected.

“He will,” Arabella said confidently. She couldn’t believe her parents wouldn’t love Jonathan as much as she did.

Jonathan wasn’t so sure.

“I don’t exactly have a steady income,” he said. “Your father might decide my prospects aren’t good enough.”

“Wait till he sees your wonderful work,” she enthused.

Jonathan took her hand and squeezed it. He then drew her into his arms and kissed her.

“I love you,” he said.

“And I love you, Jonathan Weston.” She smiled. “Mrs. Arabella Weston has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?”

“It certainly does.” Jonathan’s smile faded. “Will you want to return to England with your parents until we can arrange our wedding?”

Arabella blinked in surprise. “If I did, would you come with me?”

“I …”

Arabella could see Jonathan was torn. He loved the bush.

“I don’t see why we can’t arrange our wedding here,” she said quickly.

“I’m sure your parents will be eager to get home after all they’ve been through. They will of course be over the moon to see you, but this ordeal must have taken a toll.”

“You’re right, Jonathan.” The corner of Arabella’s mouth moved upwards. “You’re always right.” She leant on his shoulder, taking comfort from his support.

“We’ll have to see what my parents say when they get here.” She knew she could refuse to go home with them, but she didn’t want to hurt them after all they’d been through. Even so, she couldn’t bear to be parted from Jonathan, even for a short time.

When they got back to the hay shed, Maggie was in a flood of tears, and Moira was trying to console her. They were sitting on a cot, and Moira had her arm around Maggie’s shoulders, which were shaking with grief. In the background Tony watched his wife, afraid the stress of what had happened would affect her heart.

“What’s wrong?” Arabella asked in a panic. Her first thought was that Stuart’s body had been found.

“I think it’s all just sinking in,” Moira said. She was referring to Maggie and Tony’s predicament; the horror of losing the pub in a fire and a way of life they had come to love. “I think it’s just sinking in to all of us. The Great Northern was more than just a pub to the community up here. I know Dave believes if the Great Northern goes the Transcontinental will soon follow.” She knew that meant her family’s future was more uncertain than ever.

The rest of the day passed somberly. Moira shared around more of her bread and jam for their dinner and Mohomet Basheer brought out tea.

“I wonder how many others set out for Marree and got stuck in the mud,” Maggie said as they sat around eating. She really had no appetite as she couldn’t help worrying about the people who had been her friends for years. On the one hand she wanted them to get to Marree safely, but on the other, she didn’t want anyone to come to town as she had no where to put them up.

“The Maxwells were supposed to come to town with some meat they were donating for the barbeque,” Arabella said. “I hope they’re all right and not stuck somewhere.”

“They’d have to cross a few creeks to get here,” Maggie said frowning. “They’re dry most of the time, but they’ll be swollen now after all this rain, so the journey would be very hazardous.”

This news made Arabella worry all the more.

Evening came and nobody had arrived in Marree.

Eventually, Arabella played the piano. It was Jonathan’s suggestion, as he thought it might cheer everyone up. Unfortunately, it only reminded them of the festivity that would have taken place to save the pub, and they also couldn’t help thinking of Stuart. After a few tunes, Arabella closed the lid over the keys, and they all bunked down to sleep. Moira and her lot made themselves comfortable in the wagon, which they’d drawn alongside the hay shed.

Arabella was lying on a cot beside Maggie, who was tossing and turning. Eventually she gave up trying to get to sleep and lay looking out at the stars she saw through the ragged roof of the hay shed. Maggie was thinking about Arabella being apart from her parents at Christmas. It was irrational, but she felt as if she was letting her down.

When she had the pub, she had something to offer people – her hospitality and care, and she could put on a good Christmas bash, bush style. Now Christmas was bearing down upon them, and she had nothing to offer. The thought of the train coming through with Arabella’s parents aboard made her feel worse. Their daughter had been in her care, and something shocking had happened. She was worrying that they’d accuse her of not taking proper care of Arabella. What a sad Christmas Eve this was tonight, Maggie sighed to herself.

“What was Christmas Eve like here in Marree?” Arabella whispered. She’d been thinking of Christmas at home, too. That made her curious about how it was celebrated in the bush.

“Christmas Eve was the best day of the year at The Great Northern,” Maggie said. “Wasn’t it, Tony?” He was lying on a cot on the other side of her.

Tony turned on his side and leant on his elbow.

“Yes, everyone came into town on Christmas Eve,” he said. “Maggie would be baking for days before hand in preparation, and we’d put on a big barbeque.” He smiled at the memory.

“There was always lots of singing,” Maggie said, as she was overcome with nostalgia.

“And plenty of drinking,” Tony added.

“And sometimes, the men would get dressed up and put on a show,” Maggie said. She glanced in the direction of Frankie Miller’s house. “Do you remember the year we had a fancy dress party and I dressed Wally up as a woman? It was the funniest sight you’ve ever seen.”

“That’s right, he was supposed to be Snow White but he looked more like one of the ugly sisters from the Cinderella story,” Tony said. He couldn’t help chuckling at the memory.

“I wish I’d been here with my camera,” Jonathan said.

“So do I,” Tony said.

“I can’t imagine Wally being a party to that,” Arabella said, absolutely amazed.

“He was very drunk,” Maggie said. “He didn’t really know what I was putting on him.”

“And no-one’s been game to mention it in front of him since,” Tony added.

Arabella laughed.

“Now, that I can believe.”

“We’ll never have a Christmas Eve like that again,” Maggie said miserably.

They all fell into silence for a few minutes.

“What was Christmas like for you?” Maggie asked Arabella.

“Wonderful,” Arabella said as her memory drifted back. “We always had a special dinner with close friends invited over. After dinner my mother always played the piano and we sang carols. A fire would be roaring in the living room hearth and quite often it was snowing outside. While the adults talked, I used to love sitting at the window all cozy and warm, watching the snow flakes fall. In the light from the window they glistened like crystals.”

They were all getting a visual picture in their minds.

“We had an enormous Christmas tree in the living room covered with beautiful decorations,” Arabella said. “Each year my mother and our housekeeper made a couple of new ones, and I helped. I loved Christmas Eve at home. The house seemed to be full to the brim with a special kind of warmth and happiness. I was allowed to have egg-nog, too, even though it had brandy in it. It always made me feel warm inside, like I was glowing from the inside out. I was allowed to open one gift and I could choose which one it was.” In her mind, Arabella could just see the huge pile of gifts in colourful wrapping paper and ribbon under the tree.

“I used to shake with excitement when I was small,” she said. “When I went to bed I could smell the turkey and pork cooking because our cook always started it late on Christmas Eve. She used to let it cook slowly all night so the house was full of a delicious aroma.”

All those listening let themselves be transported into Arabella’s world. They could almost smell the roasting turkey and pork.

“The next morning we took a horse drawn sleigh to church and then came home for Christmas lunch and gift opening. Christmas was always my favourite time of year.” As she remembered, she could hear the sleigh bells in her mind and the whoosh as they crossed the powdery snow. She used to be snuggled between her parents in a fur hat and gloves, with a warm blanket over their knees. The cool breeze in her face used to make her eyes and nose water, but she’d laugh with pure glee as her mother fussed over her.

“You’ll have Christmases like that again,” Maggie said. It wouldn’t be this Christmas, but maybe the next.

“My parents and I planned to have a different Christmas this year in Australia, but no-one knew how different.” Arabella glanced at Jonathan and realized if they married and stayed in the bush, she might never have Christmas like in England again.

He seemed to know what she was thinking.

“We’ll go back to England for Christmas,” he whispered.

Arabella smiled. She knew her parents would be thrilled if she came home for Christmas. She could just imagine bringing their children home, and sharing her childhood memories with them. She wanted to tell Maggie that she might have Christmases the same as the ones she had at The Great Northern, but she couldn’t. She would have liked to promise that her father could rebuild the pub, but she knew that was not possible. It would take far too much money.

They hadn’t been up long the next morning when Ruth and Bob Maxwell came into town with two stockmen, one an aboriginal. Ruth and Bob were on a loaded wagon. When they saw the pub, their mouths gaped in shock.

“What happened?” Ruth cried as they climbed down from the wagon.

“Lightning,” Tony said.

“Oh, dear Lord,” Ruth said. “I’m terribly sorry.”

Maggie’s eyes welled with tears again.

“How did you make it here?” Tony asked.

“Jack guided us around swollen creeks and muddy quagmires, or we wouldn’t have made it,” Bob said. Jack was their aboriginal stockman and he knew the bush like the back of his hand.

Ruth went to Maggie and took her in her arms, and they cried together. It was a very emotional scene, and it brought tears to Arabella’s eyes.

“Was anyone hurt in the fire?” Bob asked Tony.

“Our guest Stuart Thompson died in the flames,” Tony replied.

“Oh, no,” Ruth said, fresh tears flowing freely.

“It’s a miracle you made it here, Mrs. Maxwell,” Arabella said to Ruth before she and Maggie would get even more upset. “Surely you didn’t travel in the lightning. It was terrifying.”

“I didn’t want to let you down,” Ruth said. “I wasn’t sure when and if anyone else would make it to town, but if they did, and you had no meat to barbeque, it would have been a disaster. So we thought we’d better come a day late than not at all. I am sure many families will arrive here today. We can have a Christmas Day festivity.”

“This was a disaster we didn’t foresee,” Arabella said looking at the blackened walls of the pub. “I appreciate it so much that you came, but I wish you hadn’t risked your lives.”

“It wasn’t quite that dramatic,” Ruth said in typical bush fashion. “We’ve traveled through worse.”

Suddenly they heard a distant noise.

“What was that?” Arabella asked excitedly. It sounded oddly familiar, but …

“That’s the train,” Ted cried suddenly.

Arabella gasped, her eyes widening. “Are you sure?”

“It sounded like it,” Ted said.

They all heard the noise again. It was a whistle.

“It is the train,” Ted said.

Arabella went giddy with excitement, but Ted was already heading for the station platform. Jonathan took Arabella’s hand, which was shaking, and they followed. They were joined on the small platform by the others, and they all gazed down the line expectantly. They could hear something, but they couldn’t make out anything in the hazy distance. 

Maggie clasped Arabella’s hand and squeezed it. Despite her own misery, she knew Arabella had been waiting and longing for this moment, and she felt truly happy for her.

Seconds seemed like hours.

“How is it we can hear the train if we can’t see it?” Arabella asked Ted impatiently. She was afraid he was wrong, and it was something else they could hear.

“Sound carries for miles in the desert,” Ted said confidently. “But you’ll see the train soon.”

He’d no sooner said the words, when the train appeared in the distance. Tears came to Arabella’s eyes as emotion welled up inside her. She’d waited so long for this moment.

On board the train, Edward and Clarice were sitting side by side, holding hands. They were both so nervous and anxious that their mouths were dry and the palms of their hands were perspiring. Their patience had been tried terribly because the train arrived in Marree a whole day late. The heavy rain had caused the desert ground to become so muddy that the tracks were not as stable as they usually were. Therefore, the train had to go quite slowly. The journey took twice as long as usual.

“We’re nearly there,” Edward said, looking out of the window. He could see the date palms and the mosque in Ghan town in the distance. They had decided to sit in the day car rather than have a private car. Edward suggested it was more practical, but Clarice knew having the same private car they’d shared with Arabella would have been too painful, and that Edward had been trying to spare her feelings.

“I’m afraid to look,” Clarice whispered as she squeezed Edward’s hand and turned away from the window. She’d been praying for miles that she’d see Arabella standing on the platform, but now the moment had arrived and she was terrified of being disappointed. She glanced at Edward and knew he felt the same, but that he was trying to be brave, for her.

As the train began to slow down, Edward heard gasps from the other people in the day car, as they crowded against the window facing the town.

“What is it?” Clarice asked Edward, as she craned to see. “What’s wrong?”

“There’s been a fire,” someone shouted. “The hotel has gone. The Great Northern is nothing but ruins!”

Clarice’s eyes widened and she felt faint.

“Oh, dear God,” she cried. All sorts of things were running through her mind. What if Arabella had been in the hotel when it caught fire?

Clarice burst into tears and Edward held her tightly. They had held a faint hope their daughter would be alive and well, and staying in the hotel. They couldn’t take seeing the burnt out ruins of the hotel. It was too much for them.

As the train came into view, Arabella’s mind flashed back to the moment she saw it roll away without her. For a few seconds she relived her despair at being left behind in the desert. Now, seeing it coming towards her was one of the most joyous moments in her life. And it had been weeks in the coming!

Arabella suddenly had a terrible thought.

“What if my parents are not aboard, Jonathan?” she whispered.

“They will be,” Jonathan assured her. He couldn’t accept that she might be disappointed.

As the train came to a standstill amid a cloud of steam, Arabella rushed towards the rear. She had to climb down off the platform as it didn’t stretch that far, but she was certain her parents would have one of the two private cars at the rear. Jonathan went with her.

The passengers on the train began alighting. Clarice and Edward remained seated. Edward was looking at the people on the platform, but Clarice had her head buried on his shoulder. As the seconds became minutes, and Edward didn’t see Arabella, Clarice knew by his silence that their daughter wasn’t there. Edward could hear the passengers asking those on the platform what had happened to the hotel. He heard someone say that lightning had caused a fire. He heard someone ask if anyone perished. He saw a man nod and say they’d lost a guest. Edward felt sick and turned away

Arabella walked along the train, straining to see up into the private car windows.

“They’re not aboard, Jonathan. My parents aren’t on the train.”

Jonathan didn’t know what to say.

Maggie was watching Arabella and could see she was distressed. Most of the passengers had alighted, but she could see a couple that remained seated in the day car. The man had his arm around his wife, and they looked terribly distraught. Maggie knew instinctively that they were Arabella’s parents. The weeks of anguish they’d suffered were etched into their faces, and she knew they probably believed their daughter was dead.

She popped her head in the car.

“Are you the Fitzherberts?” she called.

Edward turned to look at her. He didn’t say anything, because he feared terrible news.

Maggie looked along the train for Arabella. She saw that she was becoming upset and called her.

Edward watched Maggie through the window. The train was letting off steam, so he didn’t hear her shout the word ‘Arabella’.

“Arabella, they’re here,” Maggie yelled, fighting the emotion that was threatening to choke her. Arabella rushed to Maggie – with Jonathan doing his best to keep up with her. Tony pulled her back up onto the platform and Maggie gently pushed her towards the door of the day car.

Arabella looked inside and saw her parents. Edward saw her first and he gently shook his wife. They got to their feet in a state of disbelief. Was the girl before them their ‘Bella’? Had all their prayers been answered? They could barely breathe.

In a second Arabella was in their arms, and they were all crying with joy. Maggie stood by the door with Tony, brushing away tears from her own face. Even Tony had moist eyes.

“What happened to you, Bella?” Edward asked when they finally gathered their emotions. “We thought we’d lost you forever?”

“I got off the train when it stopped in the desert,” Arabella said. “I’ll explain it all later. Right now I want you to meet some very special people.”

The Fitzherberts, Clarice in particular, were amazed by her daughter’s appearance. She was a little horrified by what she was wearing; riding trousers and a shirt which looked like a man’s, and boots. Her hair was also hanging loose around her shoulders, too, something Clarice had only allowed at bed time. But it was Arabella’s state of health that was the most astonishing. She’d put on weight so her cheeks were filled out, and she wasn’t sickly pale as she’d been the last time she saw her. In fact, her skin was a healthy golden colour. Overall, she looked a picture of vitality.

Arabella brought her parents out onto the platform, where everyone was waiting to meet them. The other passengers had gone to look around the ruins of the hotel.

“Mum and dad, these are Tony and Maggie McMahon. They are the proprietors of The Great Northern Hotel. When I got back to Marree, they took me in and cared for me.”

“The pub is not so great anymore,” Tony said extending his hand to Edward, “but we’re pleased to meet you.” He glanced at Arabella sheepishly as he remembered the many times he’d doubted her parents would ever turn up.

“I can’t thank you enough for taking care of Bella,” Edward said. Words seemed inadequate.

Clarice went forward and put her arms around Maggie, who was nervous.

“Thank you from the bottom of my heart,” she said emotionally. “Bella looks … wonderful.”

“You’re welcome,” she said. “Arabella has been a great help to us.”

Clarice was pleased, but astonished to hear this. She couldn’t help blinking in surprise – and confusion, but Maggie completely understood.

Arabella introduced Ted, Wally, Les, the Maxwells and the Quiggleys, and then she came to Jonathan, who was standing in the background quietly.

“Mum and dad, this is Jonathan Weston,” Arabella said, as she drew him forward. “Jonathan is a very special friend,” she added. She was keeping in mind that Jonathan wanted to do things properly.

“We’re pleased to meet you,” Edward said cautiously. He and Clarice glanced at each other, both suspecting immediately that their daughter and Jonathan were more than ‘friends’.

“Come into town,” Maggie said, taking charge. She put her arm through Clarice’s and led her off the platform. “I’m sure you can do with a cup of tea.”

“Yes,” Clarice said.

“I hope you don’t mind billy tea?”

Clarice didn’t know what billy tea was, but she didn’t want to show her ignorance.

“No … anything will do.”

“How about a barbequed breakfast?” Tony suggested. “We’ve got lots of lamb chops.”

“A barbeque?” Edward said astonished. “We don’t usually eat chops for breakfast …”

“Yer in the bush now, mate,” Ted said, slapping him on the back. “Anything goes.”

“I’ll help you,” Jonathan said to Tony. He wanted to speak to Arabella’s father in private, but he wanted to choose just the right moment.

While enjoying a cup of tea, Arabella told her parents exactly what had happened to her. They found it a truly incredible story.

“We thought you’d fallen from the train while it was moving,” Clarice said. That image had tormented her day and night. “I can believe you got off the train in your night dress … to pick a flower.”

“It was a foolish thing to do. I never suspected the train would begin to pull away, and then I couldn’t chase it because of my ankle.”

“It’s all over now,” Edward said. “We’re just thankful you’re alive.”

“I don’t know how we’ll ever repay you for taking care of our daughter,” Clarice said to Maggie.

“As I said, she’s been a great help to us,” Maggie said.

“I wasn’t in the beginning,” Arabella admitted. She could see her mother couldn’t work out how she’d been a help to the McMahons.

Clarice could barely take her eyes off her daughter. Not only had she changed on the outside, but she could tell she’d changed so much on the inside as well. Her new found self-confidence stood out.

“How did Arabella help you?” she asked Maggie when curiosity got the better of her.

“In lots of ways,” Maggie said. “She fed the chooks, she helped me in the kitchen, she waited on tables when we had guests and she played the piano for our guests, too.”

Clarice and Edward looked at each other, literally lost for words. The daughter they’d last seen never lifted a finger to help. They thought back to the time when they’d believed she wouldn’t cope for five minutes in the desert, and now they were hearing how she’d blossomed in the bush town of Marree.

Arabella saw their reaction and she couldn’t help laughing.

“I didn’t think so at the time, but being left behind by the train was the best thing that could have happened to me,” she said. She knew she had changed for the better, but she was also aware that if she hadn’t been left behind in the desert, she might never have met Jonathan.

“How can you say that, Bella?” Clarice asked in shock.

“I know it was the worst thing that could have happened to you and dad, and I’m sorry for that, but I’ve grown up and it’s all due to Maggie and Tony …” She glanced at the man who’d stolen her heart. “And Jonathan, too.”

Edward and Clarice looked at Jonathan suspiciously. What had he done to their daughter?

“Jonathan made me see the world from other people’s point of view,” Arabella said, determined her parents should learn how wonderful he is. “I was selfish when I came here. I always thought of everything in terms of ‘me’. It won’t come as any surprise to you that I expected Maggie to wait on me when I first got here, and for that I feel ashamed now.”

Maggie could smile with fondness at the memory now.

“But Jonathan is always thinking of others,” Arabella said. “He’s kind and generous and a truly wonderful human being. He’s the man I love, and the man I want to spend the rest of my life with,” she spluttered.

Clarice gasped and Edward went pale.

“Bella, are you saying you want to marry … this man?” Clarice asked. She didn’t see how that was possible when she’d known him such a short time.

Jonathan stepped forward.

“May I have a private word with you, Mr. Fitzherbert?” he asked nervously.

“I think that would be a good idea,” Edward said sternly.

As Jonathan and Edward walked, Jonathan said, “I realize all this has come as a shock to you, Mr. Fitzherbert.”

“It certainly has. We haven’t seen Arabella for a few weeks, and everything in her life has changed.”

“She’s grown into an amazing woman,” Jonathan said with pride, “and I love her deeply.”

“So do we, young man.”

“I know that, sir.”

“How do you make your living?” Edward asked.

Jonathan had known that question was coming.

“I’m a photographer, sir.”

“A photographer,” Edward, said, thinking that didn’t sound like steady work. “Where is your studio?” He glanced around the town, expecting to see a tumble down shed with photographic studio written on it.

“I don’t have a studio, sir; I go out into the desert to photograph the landscape or my subjects.”

“What on earth is there to photograph out here?”

“There’s plenty, sir.” Jonathan tried to be patient.

Edward was appalled and it showed.

“I’ve seen to it that Bella has had a life of comfort and privilege. You can’t expect her to ‘rough’ it here in the bush.”

“I felt the same, Mr. Fitzherbert. I fell in love with her, but I told her we had no future because I didn’t believe the life I live was for her. And initially that was the case. But Arabella has changed. She’s grown in so many ways.”

“She might think she can handle it out here, but she wouldn’t feel like that in a few months, or even a year.”

“A few weeks ago I would have agreed with you, sir. That is why I suggested I go back to England with her and work there, in a portrait studio. But she wouldn’t hear of it.”

Edward was now truly shocked.

“I cannot believe that. Arabella loves England. It’s her home.”

“It’s true sir, but please ask her yourself if you don’t believe me.”

”I certainly will.”

“Before you do so, sir, please know that if we do have your permission to marry, I will provide well for her. My photographs sell for a good price in the city where I hold exhibitions and I will give her a good home and all the comforts she deserves.”

Edward still had his reservations. Arabella was his only daughter and he wanted her to have the kind of life she deserved.

When they got back to the hay shed, Arabella was proudly showing her mother Jonathan’s photographs and telling her all about his work. The pride in her voice was evident and moving. Edward and Clarice studied the photographs, and had to admit they were very good. Jonathan and Arabella told them all about Lake Eyre and the Mungerannie Springs, and other places of interest in the desert, and Jonathan’s plans to take photographs of the aboriginals to educate the people in the cities about their way of life. They listened with interest, and could see Arabella shared Jonathan’s passion. However, they still felt uneasy about the situation, and their reservations were evident to the young couple. 

They were also evident to Maggie, who was watching closely, and she wanted to help.

“Arabella and Jonathan had organized a Christmas Eve festivity for yesterday. Well, we could not hold it yesterday because of the weather and because almost nobody had arrived yet,” she said to the Fitzherberts.

“We heard about it in Alice Springs,” Clarice said. “No-one knew the pianists name, but we were praying it was our Bella.” She tenderly stroked her daughter’s face.

“The festivity was a benefit to raise money for Tony and myself,” Maggie said. “We’ve struggled in the drought because it’s gone on for years, and the bank was going to take the pub. Arabella and Jonathan wanted to save it for the people of Marree and the people out on the stations. They’re wonderful young people, the kind of people the bush needs. I’m very proud of them and I’ve watched their love grow. From my point of view, they’re very well suited to each other, and I have no doubt they’d make a successful life out here and enjoy years of a happy marriage.”

Arabella looked at her mother and father, and prayed they understood how she felt about Jonathan.

“I’ve never been so proud of you, Bella,” Edward said, his eyes filling with tears.

“Nor have I,” Clarice added.

Their words meant the world to Arabella. She had hoped to make them proud of her.

“Is it true you want to marry Jonathan and live out here?” Edward asked. He had to hear it from her.

“Yes, it’s true. I love Jonathan.”

“You might be in love Bella, but living out here … I just can’t see it,” Clarice said, full of concern.

“Neither can I,” Edward added. He didn’t doubt she loved Jonathan Weston, but he was sure that love would fade when the reality of living in the bush hit her.

“A few weeks ago, even one week ago, I might have agreed with you,” Arabella said. “But now I know I can live anywhere and survive, as long as Jonathan and I are together. True love is unselfish. The people out here taught me that. Maggie came here to live with Tony, and made a wonderful life. It’s been a struggle, but Maggie would be the first one to admit it’s been worth it.”

“I would indeed,” Maggie said, looking at her husband lovingly. “Believe it or not, this place grows on you. I can’t tell you how empty my life is going to be without Marree and the people who live here.”

Tony put his arm around her shoulders.

“I don’t need pampering, dad,” Arabella said. “I know you meant well giving me all the comforts in the world, but that was exactly what stopped me growing up and made me a shallow person with imaginary illnesses. I need a purpose. Helping Jonathan and the people out here is a very worthwhile purpose, and I want to do it. I need to do it.”

Edward looked at Clarice, and in that moment they realized they had to let Arabella go. She had grown up and she was happy, and wasn’t that what they wanted for her?

“Then you have our blessing,” he said.

“Oh, thank you, dad,” Arabella said, throwing her arms around her father.

“Welcome to the family, Jonathan,” Clarice said, embracing her soon to be son-in-law.”

Maggie, Tony, and the others, all cheered.


CHAPTER THIRTY ONE

[image: Image]

As they had a cup of tea, Edward took Tony aside.

“This is a personal question, Mr. McMahon …”

“Tony, please. Or if you’re a mind, everyone in town calls me Macca…”

Edward wasn’t quite that ready to be ‘a local’.

“Tony, I shouldn’t ask this, but how much money was Arabella hoping to raise to save the pub?” He could barely disguise the pride he felt for his daughter.

“I was five hundred pounds in arrears on the loan,” Tony admitted. He was worried he’d still be hounded for the money, but he had too much pride to admit that to Arabella’s father.

“I could help you out. It would have been the least I could do after all you did for Bella.”

Tony was lost for words.

“You had insurance, didn’t you?” Edward asked.

It was clear to Tony that he was talking to a shrewd business man.

“We were always insured, but I didn’t pay the last premium,” he said, feeling ashamed. “We’ve been having money troubles for some time, and I foolishly kept it from my wife. I thought the drought would break and things would improve and I’d catch up with the loan. I never expected we’d get burnt out. Understandably, Maggie is not very happy with me. We’ll have to move from Marree. I don’t know where we’ll go or what we’ll do ...” He’d been trying to be strong, but he almost broke down.

“There must be something we can do.”

“No, there isn’t,” Tony said despaired.

“What’ve you done to the pub?” someone shouted.

They all turned around and thought they were looking at a ghost. Standing not more than twenty feet away was Stuart Thompson. He was holding the reins of one of Paddy’s camels.

“Praise the Lord,” Maggie said, almost fainting. “Where … did you come from?”

“From the desert,” Stuart said. “What the Hell happened here?”

“Never mind that,” Maggie said, anger replacing her shock. “We all thought you were dead. We’ve been mourning you!”

“Mourning me! Whatever for? I only went back to my mine,” Stuart said.

“Why didn’t you tell someone you were going?” Tony asked tersely. “We thought you were burnt alive in the fire.”

“Oh,” Stuart said, understanding why they were all a little cross with him. “I wanted to surprise you,” he said sheepishly.

“Well, you’ve certainly done that,” Maggie snapped. “We’re glad you’re alive, but had you told us you were going, we wouldn’t have all been thinking you’d met with a terrible death. I’ve a mind to stick you in a fire just to teach you a lesson!”

“I’m sorry, Maggie,” Stuart said, dropping his chin. “After talking to you about what it meant to lose the pub, I had an idea. I thought I’d be back sooner, but the storms slowed me down.”

“I thought you’d given up mining,” Arabella interjected. She was joyous that he was alive, but she thought what he’d done was thoughtless.

“I have, but I suddenly thought the gold I found would come in handy in saving the pub. I dug it out and then found so much more than I thought was there. It’s all yours, Maggie and Tony.” Stuart handed Maggie a bag that was so heavy she almost dropped it. Maggie peered inside to see several good sized nuggets of gold.

“Oh, my Lord. Tony, have a look at this.”

Tony looked into the bag.

“Fer the love of Moses, there’s a fortune here.”

“It looks like you’re going to need it,” Stuart said, looking at the burnt out ruins of The Great Northern Hotel. He looked at Wally. “Don’t you be getting any ideas, Jacko, because I’ve buried my tools and the mine entrance so no-one will find it.”

“I won’t go near it,” Wally said. “I have responsibilities now.” He was holding his son, with Missy standing beside him. He’d been spending time with Dayinda and the boy seemed more relaxed in his company.

“Would this rebuild the pub and pay the bank what we owe?” Maggie asked Tony. She could hardly dare to believe it.

“I’m no expert,” Tony said, “but I’d say we could rebuild better than ever, and pay off all our debt to the bank,” he said.

“You mean we’d be freehold?”

Tony nodded.

Maggie dropped the bag and threw her arms around Stuart, twirling him around as she rained kisses on his cheeks.

“Hold on, Maggie,” Stuart said, a little overwhelmed. “I have to get Leila back to Paddy. I’m sure he’s missed her.”

“He has,” Jonathan said. “He was very upset when he thought she’d run off in the storms. She’s his prized breeding cow.”

“How can we thank you for this, Stuart?” Maggie said, tears of happiness streaming down her face. She couldn’t believe they could now stay in Marree, or that they’d be freehold and never have to worry about making payments to the bank.

“I didn’t want the gold, Maggie, but the pub means so much to so many people. It was a waste to leave the gold in the mine when it could help you and Tony.”

“I don’t know what to say,” Maggie said.

“It’s very, very generous of you, Stuart,” Tony said. “The least we can do is offer you a share in the pub.”

Stuart looked taken back.

“A share!”

“That a wonderful idea, Tony,” Maggie said. “What do you say, Stuart?”

“Are you offering to make me part owner?”

“Yes, will you accept?”

“No,” Stuart said without hesitation. “I’m not one for responsibilities.” He glanced at Arabella sheepishly.

“But I will accept a free room when I come by this way.”

“Are you sure?” Tony said, frowning. He wanted to be fair to Stuart.

“Yes, I’m sure, and maybe a few of Maggie’s meals.”

“You’ve got that for a life time, Stuart,” Maggie said beaming. “We have so much to celebrate, with Arabella being reunited with her parents, and her engagement to Jonathan.”

Maggie suddenly stopped and looked at Stuart. She could see he was stunned to hear the news that Jonathan and Arabella were getting married. Knowing how hurt he might be, Maggie felt awful for blurting it out, especially after what he’d done for them.

“Congratulations,” Stuart said to Arabella. His tone held a hint of sadness, but in his heart he had known that Arabella loved Jonathan and that she would have turned him – Stuart – down, though she never said those cruel words.

She looked a little uncomfortable.

“Thank you, Stuart.”

Stuart looked at Jonathan.

“You’re getting a truly wonderful girl,” he said. “I hope you know how lucky you are.”

“I certainly do,” Jonathan replied as he put his arm around Arabella.

“I’m sincerely happy for the both of you,” Stuart said, and they could see he meant it.

“What about the concert we were promised?” one of the train passengers called. “Is it still on?”

Clarice recognized her as the woman she’d met in the hotel garden in Alice Springs.

Maggie looked at Arabella.

“We still have the piano,” she said.

“I’d be happy to play,” Arabella said.

“We can put on a concert,” Maggie called to the passenger. “We have no accommodations, but we have food and music.”

The passengers cheered.

“That’s all we need,” the woman called back. “We can sleep on the train.”

“Can you stop overnight?” Ted asked the train driver.

“We’ve been off our schedule for so long, so I don’t think one more night will make much difference,” he replied, laughing.

As her audience gathered around, Arabella played. Her mother watched her, noting her confidence. She was afraid she’d burst with pride.

Jonathan began hanging the photographs he saved from the fire in the hay shed – and the train passengers were buying them as fast as he hung them. Three times a small bidding war broke out when two passengers wanted the same photograph.

Edward was watching.

“I’d like to take some photographs back to England if you have any left,” he told Jonathan. “I have a friend who owns a gallery in London, and I’m sure he’d be interested in your work.”

“That would be great,” Jonathan said. “I’ll need to purchase some new equipment before I can take any more, though. I saved my camera from the fire, but I lost all my developing equipment.”

“Tell me what you need and I’ll get it for you in Adelaide and send it back here.”

“That would be very good of you,” Jonathan said. He could see Edward had come to respect what he did, and that made him very happy.

When Arabella got tired, she introduced her mother to her audience. “My mother was my biggest influence as a child, and the performer I looked up to most.”

Tears came to Clarice’s eyes. She’d had no idea that was true.

“Will you play, mother?” Arabella asked.

Too choked to speak, Clarice sat down at the piano and began to play to a round of applause.

Arabella took the opportunity to join Jonathan and her father.

“Dad,” she said. “I want to stay here when you and mum return to England. I hope that won’t upset you.”

Edward had been expecting his daughter to say that, but it still came as a shock. Even though he knew the day would come, he was almost afraid to let her out of his sight.

“Do you plan to get married … here?”

“Yes, I can’t think of anywhere else I’d like to get married.”

“We’d like to see you get married, Bella,” Edward said. He knew Clarice would be heartbroken if they missed their only daughter’s wedding.

“Then will you stay for awhile?” Arabella asked.

“But there’s no church here, or anywhere to hold a reception. You’ll have to wait until the hotel is rebuilt.”

“We don’t need a church when we can get married under the stars, and I’d like nothing more than a feast prepared by the aboriginals around a campfire for a reception.”

Edward was flabbergasted.

“But there’s no minister here. You have to have a minister!” He was hoping to make Arabella see sense.

A man nearby, who’d been watching Clarice play, turned around.

“I’m a minister,” he said.

Arabella’s eyes widened.

“Will you marry us?”

“Yes … when?”

“This evening,” Arabella said, much to Jonathan’s surprise.

“All right,” the minister said.

Arabella beamed with delight and threw her arms around Jonathan’s neck. Edward stood by in shock.

Under the stars, in the midst of three campfires and an audience that included the passengers on the train, Jonathan and Arabella stood before the minister. Clarice had played the wedding march as Arabella walked from Mohomet’s Basheer’s store on the arm of her father. She’d dressed at the store, in a gown that Mohomet had provided. It wasn’t exactly a wedding dress, but it was the nicest dress he had and she looked beautiful. The store keeper had fussed over her, making a veil from the finest lace material he had, and providing her with dainty white shoes, even insisting she wore silk stockings. Clarice had loaned Jonathan her wedding ring to put on Arabella’s finger until he could buy one for her. Maggie and Tony stood up as their witnesses, Tony also dressed by Mohomet.

As the stars twinkled overhead and with the accompanying sounds unique to the bush, Jonathan and Arabella exchanged vows. Afterwards, they kissed tenderly, and their audience cheered with delight. There were plenty of tears from Maggie, who was wearing one of Clarice’s lovely dresses. Clarice said she was too happy to cry, but she didn’t admit that she’d cried enough for a life time in the weeks that she thought she’d lost Arabella.

Arabella confided in Jonathan that she felt like she had two sets of parents, and that she was the luckiest young woman on earth.

“You’re still not as lucky as I am,” Jonathan said, kissing her tenderly.

The aboriginals had been preparing a feast for hours. Clarice and Edward could hardly believe it as they watched their daughter tuck into kangaroo and damper that had been cooked in the ground. When she offered her mother a yam, Clarice was reluctant.

“What is it?” she asked, wrinkling her nose.

“Oh, mother, you remind me of me when I was a fussy eater,” Arabella said laughing. “A yam is the root of a plant, and it’s absolutely delicious.”

Clarice was still reluctant.

“Perhaps you’d like to try snake instead?”

Clarice almost fainted.

“Certainly not. Don’t tell me you’ve eaten a snake, Bella?” She was horrified.

“Yes, and it’s delicious.” Arabella smiled at Rita, who was smiling back at her from the other side of the campfire. A smile on Rita’s face was no longer a rarity.

Suddenly Arabella heard a noise she recognized and she got to her feet.

“Uri,” she called franticly.

Paddy appeared through the trees behind them, and he was leading the baby camel. Arabella rushed to him and hugged his neck.

“Where was he?” she asked Paddy.

“I found him a few miles away. I think he was heading back to town, no doubt looking for you, but he was a bit lost.”

“Were you coming back to me?” Arabella asked the young camel. He made his usual pitiful bellow as he gazed at her with his big brown eyes.

Clarice and Edward stood watching with their mouths agape. Was that their daughter hugging a camel?

“You’re not going to sell him, are you, Paddy?” Arabella asked.

“No,” Paddy said, trying not to smile. “But he’s useless to me.”

Arabella gasped.

“You’re not going to …” She couldn’t finish the sentence.

“He’s a wedding gift for you,” Paddy said breaking into a smile. “He’s always been yours in his heart, so he may as well belong to you.”

“Oh, thank you, Paddy,” Arabella said, throwing her arms around his neck.

The cameleer looked embarrassed.

“You’ll have to do all his training because he won’t listen to me,” he said. “Perhaps you’ll have better luck.”

Arabella turned to Tony.

“Can I keep him in the stables?” she asked.

Tony pretended to look stern for a moment, but he couldn’t keep it up.

“Yes,” he said, “but you’ll have to clean out his stall.”

Edward looked at Tony with an incensed expression.

Arabella laughed.

“I’ve done it before, dad,” she said.

Edward shook his head in disbelief. He could barely take any more surprises. Tony handed him a bottle of Dave Brewer’s beer and he took a swig, and then spluttered.

“What is this?” he asked, pulling a face. It tasted nothing like the beer in Alice Springs.

“It’s homemade brew. It’s a bit underdone, but you’ll get used to it, Fitzi.

Edward was dumbstruck. He turned to his wife.

“Did he just call me Fitzi?”

“I believe so, dear,” Clarice said, barely containing a smile.

Tony laughed, and Arabella laughed until her sides hurt.

After the feast, Arabella went to Rita.

“Are you ready to perform our duo?” she asked.

Rita’s eyes widened.

“Are you sure, missus?” She’d never expected to play before such a large audience.

“Yes, come on.”

“I’m not very good, missus.”

“You’ll have Jimmy’s spirit helping you tonight, Rita.”

Rita nodded and smiled. She realized that was true and it gave her confidence.

As Arabella began to play, Rita joined in. At first, everyone was a little confused, as they never imagined two musical instruments as different as the piano and the didgeridoo could be played together. But they were soon won over. The haunting notes of the didgeridoo melded perfectly with the piano notes in the still, warm air, just as Arabella knew they would. It was a unique sound. As unique as Marree – as unique as the people living there. The audience was silent and awe struck. They knew they were hearing and experiencing something they never would again.

As Arabella’s fingers flittered over the keys, she looked around her with Uri hovering over her shoulder. Everyone she loved was before her. Her family, her friends, her husband. She was thinking if anyone had told her she’d find happiness in the desert town of Marree, she would never have believed them. But it was true. The future looked wonderful.


What did you think?
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We’d love your opinion! How did you hear about this book? What was your favorite part?

Please let us know by leaving a comment or a rating where you purchased this eBook. Your feedback helps us deliver you the best products. Happy reading!
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