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Prologue

Oldfield House

Liverpool, England

6 December 1861

Tock, tock, tock …

The muffled tick of the marble and gilt clock on the mantelpiece beat out the minutes of Adelaide’s life. She stared at the egg congealing on her plate and fought back rising nausea. At the far end of the table, her father, Sir Daniel Lewis, read his morning mail.

Tock, tock, tock …

‘More tea, Miss Lewis?’ Hawkins, the footman, hovered at her elbow.

Adelaide shook her head.

As the man turned away, her father brought his fist down on the table with such force that it rattled the crockery and caused Hawkins to slop tea onto the oriental rug, the dark liquid spreading across the pattern of entwined leaves. The footman gave a cry of alarm, fell to his knees and mopped frantically at the wet stain with a table napkin. 


‘Leave that,’ Sir Daniel snapped at the footman. ‘Get out.’

The man rose to his feet and inclined his head, closing the door behind him with a soft click.

‘What is it, Papa?’ Adelaide’s voice sounded reedy and thin.

Her father looked at her, his mouth a hard line and his brow furrowed. He waved the telegram he held. ‘Calamitous news. The Evangeline has not made port in Savannah.’

‘The Evangeline is lost?’ The room spun and Adelaide grasped at the table.

‘I fear so.’

‘What of … what of Mr Barnwell?’ It took a supreme effort to keep the tone of her voice even and disinterested.

Her father shrugged. ‘If the Evangline is lost, we can only assume all hands are lost with it. I will have to inform his father, of course, but His Lordship has other sons.’

Adelaide’s hand rose to her mouth but not in time to choke back the sob.

He cleared his throat and for a fleeting moment his features softened. ‘I believe Barnwell had indicated that he intended to ask for your hand on his return from America. I know you had formed a tendresse for him and I liked young Barnwell, but you are only seventeen and I would not have given my consent to such a match. Marriage is not about love—’ Sir Daniel cast her a hard look. ‘I have other plans for you, my girl. You’re not settling for any third sons when you could be a countess.’

Adelaide forced herself to meet her father’s hard eyes, searching for a chink of weakness, some indication that he truly cared for her, but she met only the impenetrable armour that had enabled Daniel Lewis to become one of the wealthiest and most successful shipping magnates in England.

‘You can dismiss my heart so readily, Papa? I wish I could do likewise.’ 


‘There will be other men, better prospects.’

Adelaide looked at her hands, still clutching the table, the knuckles white. She couldn’t tell him, couldn’t admit to the foolish moment of weakness, the naivety of two people who had fancied themselves in love and gone that step too far. Now Richard was dead, and the lacings of her corset would not conceal her shame for much longer.

Her father indicated the telegram with an exasperated wave of his hand. ‘A cargo lost. Nothing for it. I need to go to London to talk with the insurers.’

‘What about the crew and their families?’ Adelaide ventured.

‘I daresay I shall now be beset with pleas for compensation. I’ll pay the men’s wages for the voyage, if that’s what concerns you.’ He pulled his watch from his waistcoat and consulted it. ‘I will catch the eleven-fifteen train. Do not expect me back before week’s end.’

Adelaide took a deep shuddering breath and straightened. ‘Very well. If you will excuse me, Papa.’

But his attention had already turned back to the telegram from his Savannah agent. At the door, Adelaide gave her unloving father one last look.

Only when she reached the sanctuary of her bedchamber did her stiff resolve give way. She fell, howling, into the arms of her maid, sobbing out the dire news about the Evangeline and the loss of Richard Barnwell. She had no secrets from Netty Redley. Netty had been with her since childhood and had realised the horrible truth even before Adelaide.

‘What are we to do, Miss Adelaide?’ Netty ventured when the tears at last subsided.

Adelaide dashed at her swollen eyes. ‘I can’t stay. You know what he will do when he finds out that I am with child. Remember cousin Edith?’ 


Netty’s mouth tightened and she nodded.

If Adelaide ever found the courage to tell her father the truth of her condition, she would be sent away for the duration of her pregnancy. The child would be taken from her arms as soon as it drew breath and placed in an orphanage or, if it was lucky, with a family that wanted a child. That had been the fate that had befallen her cousin, Edith. Edith, who now lay in a lonely, unmarked suicide’s grave hard up against the churchyard wall.

Netty straightened and held Adelaide at arm’s length. ‘Don’t you fret, Miss Adelaide. We’ll pack your bag and go to my sister in Whitby. She’ll take us in for a little while until we can make some plans.’

‘What do you mean “we”? I can’t take you with me,’ Adelaide sobbed. ‘I’ve no means to pay you.’

Netty’s shoulders straightened. ‘I’ll hear none of that, Miss Adelaide. I’ve been with you since you was a bairn and I’ll not leave you now. Whatever is in your future is in mine and we’ll make the best of it.’ She paused. ‘As for means, there’s your mother’s jewellery. That’s yours to do with as you think fit.’

Adelaide wiped her eyes on the handkerchief Netty offered and a small gleam of hope edged its way into her heart. She would take nothing that would lead her father to an accusation of theft, but the trinkets bequeathed to her by her mother would help. Her fingers circled the chain she wore around her neck, a plain silver locket. The last gift from Richard containing a lock of his hair. She had given him a matching token. Now it lay at the bottom of the unforgiving ocean.

She crossed to the window in time to see her father stomping from the house to the waiting carriage, the epitome of wealth and success in his well-tailored wool coat and beaver hat.

When he returned from London, she would be gone.


One

Williamstown, Victoria

21 November 1871

Caleb Hunt narrowed his eyes and considered the odds in the ridiculous game of chance that the locals called two-up. His life now depended on the fall of two pennies: heads and tails, or heads and heads, or tails and tails? He knew his limits and would have cashed in his losses a good hour ago, but luck had turned his way, and a scruffy pile of crumpled banknotes was accumulating to his credit.

Now it came down to Caleb and a sweating, bearded Irishman wearing corduroy trousers and a moleskin waistcoat. With a cold gambler’s eye, Caleb could tell that the man had wagered his entire life on the fall of these two grubby coins. A life now neatly folded and in the custody of a large bald-headed man called the boxer.

A second man, who acted as ringmaster in this circus, stepped forward out of the jostling crowd. He jerked a thumb at Caleb’s opponent. The Irishman wiped a hand across his sweating forehead, his eyes narrowing and his breath coming in huffs as if he had run a hundred yards. 


‘I calls odds,’ he said, casting Caleb a sideways glance. Odds—the two-way bet of one head and one tail. Nothing either of them could do or say would influence the outcome. It was chance, nothing but chance.

Caleb crossed his arms. ‘I call heads.’

The ringmaster placed the two coins on a flat piece of wood, which he handed to a third man. ‘Come in, spinner,’ he said.

The spinner gave a practised flick of the wrist, sending the pennies twisting into the air. The light of the gas lamp caught their graceful arc as they hovered for a heartbeat and then fell to the grubby flagged floor. One coin fell flat, revealing the well-worn visage of Queen Victoria, but the other continued to spin on its side. The whole room held its breath as the coin resolved itself.

A roar went up.

‘God Bless Her Majesty,’ the ringmaster called. ‘Heads have it.’

Hands slapped Caleb’s back and he released his tightly held breath in a whoosh.

He glanced at his opponent. All the colour had drained from the Irishman’s face and he stared at the two coins as if they might magically resolve themselves into odds, but the gods of chance had spoken and Caleb had prevailed.

‘Again,’ the man said, casting wild glances around the circle of faces. ‘Toss again.’

‘Don’t be a fool, man. You’ve nothing left to bet,’ the boxer said. ‘Sign this paper and be on your way.’

The Irishman’s face coloured and his eyes glinted as he scrawled on the paper the boxer gave him, signing away his life and his livelihood. He turned on Caleb. ‘You cheated. I know you cheated.’

Caleb held up his hands. ‘And how exactly do you think I did that?’

‘I don’t know, but you conned me.’ He lunged at Caleb.

Younger, fitter and more sober, Caleb easily evaded the man’s flailing fists. 


The boxer stepped in and gestured to two burly men. ‘Take him outside and dunk him in the horse trough. That’ll cool him down.’

The men ejected the Irishman from the hotel even as he still screamed invectives at Caleb.

The boxer handed over Caleb’s winnings: a bag of coins, the crumpled banknotes and the signed paper.

‘If I was you, mate,’ he said, ‘I’d make myself scarce. You’ve made yourself an enemy there.’

‘Thanks for the advice,’ Caleb said. As if one more angry drunk in his life made any difference. He set coins down on the sticky surface of the bar. ‘Drinks for all.’

A roar of approval went up and the barkeeper passed tankards of foaming beer to eager hands.

Caleb slowly downed his beer, only his second for the night. He’d long since learned that the secret to successful gambling was a clear head.

He unfolded the paper that the Irishman had staked in the game. Surmounted with the coat of arms of the Colony of Victoria, it appeared to be the registration form for a mining claim in the name of Roderick Hannigan. He turned the document over and read the elegant copperplate that gave the details of the gold-mining claim: ten acres at Pretty Sally in the Maiden’s Creek Goldfield. A second scrap of paper signed by the same Hannigan gave the bearer the rights to the claim.

Caleb’s pulse quickened. When he had boarded the ship in San Francisco, all he knew about the distant British colony of Victoria had been one thing.

Gold.

He tilted his head and considered the legality of the transfer. In this rough and tumble place, who cared much for legalities? As far as he was concerned the claim at Pretty Sally was now his. 


‘Where’s Maiden’s Creek?’ he asked the barkeeper as he carefully folded the papers and stowed them in his pocket.

The man leaned an elbow on the bar and scrutinised a dark corner of the room as if it contained a map of Victoria. ‘About a hundred miles east of Melbourne in Gippsland.’

Caleb had been in the Colony barely twenty-four hours and all he had seen were the stinking streets of the port of Williamstown. Anything beyond this town remained a mystery.

‘How would I get there?’

‘Best way is to find one of the coastal traders heading for Port Albert but there’s a regular coach from Melbourne.’ The man paused. ‘If you want some advice for nothing, I can tell you that the only money to be made on the goldfields is in the pockets of the shopkeepers, the whores and the grog shops. Seen too many of you new chums heading off with gold fever in your eyes.’

Caleb laughed. ‘Seen them myself on the Californian goldfields.’

The barkeeper straightened and ran a dirty cloth across the counter. ‘You from California?’

‘Virginia,’ Caleb replied.

‘Virginia,’ the man repeated. ‘Did you fight in the war?’

Caleb picked up his empty beer glass, his fingers tightening around it. He pushed the glass at the barkeeper. ‘Pour me a whiskey,’ he said.

As he did so, the barkeeper jerked his head at a lithograph hanging above the bar—an elegant three-masted barque—and said, ‘We had a ship here back in sixty-five. They had her up in dry dock, so they was around for a while. The officers were popular with the ladies. All the high and mighty from town was down here courting them. Took on a good crew before they left.’

‘What was she called?’ Caleb asked out of politeness rather than interest. 


‘It had a pretty name. Too pretty for a warship … Shenandoah. That’s it.’

Shenandoah.

Caleb downed the vile liquid that passed for whiskey in this place in one gulp. How could one word have the power to evoke pain as real as the jerk of a knife?

Several whiskeys later, he had become maudlin and homesick and when that happened, it generally resulted in singing. He pushed to his feet and turned to face the crowded room.

Oh Shenandoah,

I long to hear you,

Away, you rolling river.

Oh Shenandoah,

I long to hear you,

Away, we’re bound away

’Cross the wide Missouri.

The fiddle player who had been entertaining the bar with Irish ballads picked up the old melody.

’Tis seven years

since last I’ve seen you,

Away, you rolling river.

’Tis seven years

since last I’ve seen you,

Away, we’re bound away

’Cross the wide Missouri.

Caleb broke off with the drunken realisation that it had been seven long years since he’d crossed the Missouri, never to return. One more whiskey and he would be sobbing on the bar. 


‘Got to get back to my lodgings,’ he slurred at the barkeeper as he paid for his drinks.

‘Good luck with the claim—’ the barkeeper said.

Caleb stepped out onto the street.

For November, the night was oppressively warm and the waterfront street was busy with trade from the many pubs and brothels. He crossed the road and stood on the water’s edge looking out into the night. Beyond the stinking mud flats, the riding lights of innumerable ships shimmered across the calm, still water of Hobson’s Bay. Beyond the boats, distant pinpricks marked a settlement on the far shore.

His soldier’s instincts prickled, and he turned in time to catch the gleam of a knife in the street lamp as a man lurched out of the darkness.

‘Don’t do it, Hannigan,’ he said, holding up his hands and stepping backwards. ‘I’m not armed,’ he lied, the familiar weight of his Colt revolver resting against his hip, hidden by his jacket.

‘You took my claim!’ Hannigan lunged, but Caleb sidestepped and whirled on his heel, sending Hannigan staggering past him. The Irishman turned, his lips bared in a snarl.

‘You don’t want to kill me,’ Caleb said. ‘I reckon that’d be a hanging offence in this town. Nasty way to die.’

The knife wavered and Caleb held his breath, his fingers itching to draw the Colt. But he didn’t want to shoot the man. It had been just such an unfortunate misunderstanding that had led to his hasty departure from San Francisco.

Hannigan gave a sob and moved the knife to his own bearded neck. ‘I’ve nothing left,’ he sobbed. ‘May as well just—’

Caleb jerked forward to stop him but he doubted Hannigan had the guts to end his own life. ‘Listen, Hannigan,’ he said, ‘I’ve a proposition for you. ‘Tell me about this claim of yours.’

Hannigan’s hand dropped to his side. ‘What do you want to know?’ 


‘Is there gold at this … Pretty Sally?’

‘Oh, there’s gold,’ Hannigan said. ‘The alluvial stuff’s gone but there’s a reef running through the hillside.’

‘How do you get it out?’

Hannigan spluttered. ‘What do you know about gold mining?’

‘Some,’ Caleb said. ‘Dig it up and stomp it out of the rocks?’

‘That’s pretty much it.’

‘Sounds like hard work.’

‘It is. And bloody expensive too.’

Caleb scratched his unshaven chin. ‘I have a problem, friend. A problem you might be able to help me with.’

‘What’s that?’

‘I now have the right to mine a piece of land for gold, but I don’t know where this land is and what I know about gold mining you could write on a postage stamp.’

Hannigan straightened. ‘So, what are you proposing, Yankee?’

‘Nothing if you are going to call me by that name.’

‘So what do I call you?’

‘Caleb Hunt. How were you planning to fund this expensive expedition?’

The man sucked in a breath through his moustache. ‘I came to town to register the claim but I needed money to pay for the equipment I ordered from McEwan’s. I thought there would be easy money to be made with two-up—’

‘My father used to say, never gamble with money you’re not prepared to lose.’ Caleb’s father would never have considered gambling at all—the words were good advice from a friend that Caleb had consistently failed to follow in his life.

Caleb took out his pipe, filled it with tobacco and struck a match on the sole of his boot. He drew in the smoke and kept his eyes fixed on the twinkling lights of the boats. ‘I think you and I could strike up a deal, Hannigan. I’ve got the money you need for 
the equipment, but I need someone who knows what he’s doing to work the claim. I’ll pay you a fair wage and, if we strike gold, then you get ten per cent of the profits. Does that sound fair?’

The Irishman’s beard jutted. ‘But it’s my claim.’

‘Not any more. That’s my offer, take it or leave it.’

Caleb straightened and started to walk away, leaving the big man standing on the sidewalk, the knife still in his hand. He half-expected the knife between his shoulder blades but if he had judged the man rightly, Hannigan was no murderer. Hotheaded perhaps, but not one to knife a man in the back.

‘Wait, Yankee.’

Caleb smiled. Hannigan would continue to call him ‘Yankee’ precisely because he knew it annoyed him, but if that was the price of this man’s cooperation, it was worth it. He turned back to face Hannigan, relieved to see he no longer held the knife.

The Irishman spat on his hand and held it out. ‘A deal, Mr Hunt.’

Caleb returned the gesture before wiping his hand on his trousers.

They arranged to meet in the morning and Caleb went back to his lodgings in the dingy street behind the main thoroughfare. As he washed his hands in the battered tin basin, he hummed the tune of ‘Oh Shenandoah’ with the sense that, for the first time in seven long years, he really had crossed the Missouri for a new life at the bottom of the world.


Two

Maiden’s Creek

10 December 1871

Adelaide Greaves set aside her sketchbook and drew her knees up to her chin, enjoying the rare feeling of freedom that Sunday afternoons brought to her busy life. She and Danny had climbed the hill behind the cemetery to their favourite picnic spot, a large rock sheltered in a stand of tall gums. From here, they had a clear view down the steep-sided valley in which the township of Maiden’s Creek nestled. The town clung to the curve of a once pretty creek, now a clogged and stinking sewer, into which all the waste, both human and industrial, poured. Commercial buildings fronted the main street, exuding an air of prosperity and respectability, while the homes of the town’s residents were scattered higgledy-piggledy across the hillsides above, placed wherever a piece of flat ground could be found or hewn from the rocky soil. Whisps of smoke rose from crooked chimneys constructed from the local stone, bringing with them the smell of eucalyptus and roast meat.

At the far end of the valley, a massive spoil heap of broken rock spewed down the hillside, bright and harsh against the darker granite. Most days of the week, the tall chimney below the Maiden’s Creek Mine belched smoke from the boilers that were used to run the mine’s machinery, particularly the heavy stamping batteries that crushed the raw rock and measured the steady rhythm of the town’s heartbeat. On Sundays, only a watching fire trickled a thin line of white smoke from the chimney and the stamping batteries were silent. The townspeople found the silence deafening.

Above her a flock of bright, multicoloured parrots chattered among themselves as they swooped and dived in the stand of trees. She rarely saw the strange, shy fauna of this land. The endearing little wallabies with their soft, dark eyes and fat wombats kept their distance from the town. However she kept a wary eye out for snakes and spiders before setting the picnic blanket down in the shadow of the rock.

Beside her, Danny scribbled away in an exercise book, a lock of blond hair falling unregarded across his eyes.

‘What are you writing?’ she asked.

Danny looked at her, his blue eyes so like his father’s that a chill settled on her. Would she ever be able to look at Danny and not think of the man who had never come home? The young man whose death had forced her into this life of deceit and hard work for which nothing in her upbringing had prepared her.

‘A story about the time Papa was attacked by pirates and fought them off single-handedly.’

Ah … papa.

A pang of guilt stirred in Adelaide’s chest. At nine years old, Danny had begun to notice the absence of a man in his life and the boy’s long-lost father had taken on heroic proportions. She only had herself to blame. It was she who had filled Danny’s head with stories of his brave seafaring father, whom she had given the fictional name of John Greaves, borrowing her mother’s surname. In Adelaide’s story, he had been lost at sea in the months before Danny had been born, forcing her to make the long-planned trip to Australia alone, except for Netty Redley.

‘Mrs Greaves!’ A young woman’s voice carried up the hill.

Adelaide stood and waved at the two women in light dresses toiling up the slope towards her, one carrying a sun hat by its strings and the other pressing her bonnet to her head. A passing stranger would take them for friends, three young women passing time together on a mild, early summer’s day, but Sissy and Nell were working girls, dancers employed in the establishment referred to in hushed and disapproving tones by the respectable matrons of Maiden’s Creek as ‘that place’, and by most of the men of the district as ‘Lil’s Place’. No one knew Lil’s real name. Lily White was a stage name, a soubriquet that had long since faded with her looks, her years and her figure, but the name stuck. Whatever the matrons of Maiden’s Creek might think, Lil ruled her establishment with an iron fist and her girls were safe, clean and generally happy.

The young women sank onto the blanket on either side of Adelaide. Nell took off her bonnet and fanned herself with it as she turned her face to the sun.

‘You will develop a colour,’ Sissy warned.

‘I don’t care. I love the sun. Nothing would induce me to go back to Yorkshire now,’ Nell replied.

‘Lil may have a few words to say if you turn up looking like a carrot,’ Sissy said.

‘Lil don’t scare me. She’s all hot air,’ Nell said. ‘Whore with a heart of gold, just like you and me, Siss.’

Like most girls reduced to earning their living in such establishments, Sissy and Nell had only the most basic literacy skills. When Sissy had come into the post office and asked Adelaide to write a letter to her sister in Melbourne, Adelaide had offered to help the girl with her reading and writing. The lessons had become their regular Sunday afternoon activity. Lil observed the Sabbath and the girls took full advantage of their day off. With the advent of the warm weather, the women had taken to meeting at the rock rather than in Adelaide’s cosy parlour.

‘I brought you a present.’ Sissy drew out an orange from a canvas bag.

Adelaide took the fruit and pressed it to her nose. It brought back memories of Christmas in the kitchen of Oldfield House, where the cook would make the orange souffle Sir Daniel had loved so much.

‘Where did you get it?’ Adelaide asked.

‘A present from a friend,’ Sissy said.

Danny stared at the orange with avaricious eyes and Adelaide took out her paring knife to carefully cut the fruit into four segments. Danny sucked the flesh dry then positioned the skin in his mouth so it resembled bright orange teeth. The girls laughed.

‘Eh, you’re a one,’ Nell said, ruffling his hair.

‘Danny, it’s time for you to get home,’ Adelaide said. ‘I will be testing you on those Bible verses the Reverend Johnson set the Sunday School to learn.’

She knew Danny would have liked to have stayed, but he kept his peace and dutifully packed his notebook and pencil into his canvas satchel and tossed the dessicated quarter of the orange into the bush. But she didn’t miss the look he cast her—a look so like her father’s when he disapproved of something.

The three women watched the boy lope down the path in the one-sided gait of a child pretending to ride a horse.

‘He lives in his head, that one,’ Sissy said. ‘I hope one day I’ll have a boy like Danny.’

Nell poked her friend’s arm. ‘Aye, well, you play your cards right with Mr Penrose and you’ll be wed by winter.’

Sissy’s sad eyes belied her smile. ‘Mr Penrose’s uncle wouldn’t ever let him marry the likes of me,’ she said. ‘If wishes were fishes …’

The mine’s engineer, Will Penrose, worked for his uncle Charles Cowper, who was a major shareholder and manager of the Maiden’s Creek Mine and one of the most important men in the town. As long as Will worked for his uncle, any fondness he may feel for one of Lil’s girls had to stay within the four walls of Lil’s establishment.

‘When is Mr Penrose back?’ Adelaide asked.

Sissy laughed. ‘I don’t know, Mrs Greaves. Depends on what machinery the ship is bringing into Port Albert.’

‘To work,’ Adelaide said. ‘Did you bring your slates and the primer?’

Like obedient schoolchildren, Sissy and Nell produced their slates and Adelaide began the lesson. Both were apt and able students and, with a bit of education, they could escape their life in Maiden’s Creek.

The tolling of the bell of St Mary’s, the Catholic church, broke the spell of the afternoon.

Nell jumped to her feet. ‘Is that the time? Come on, Sissy, Lil will fine us if we’re late.’

Carrying their hats, and with barely a farewell or backwards glance, the young women scampered down the hill.

Adelaide watched them until they rounded the bend beside the Bank of Victoria. She packed up her sketchbook and the picnic basket and folded the blanket before picking her own way down the hillside and through the peaceful town to the post office where Netty would be preparing the evening meal in the comfortable residence behind the shop front.

Adelaide’s position as postmistress put her in a unique position. She knew, or was known by, nearly every resident in the town and her walk home was punctuated by warm greetings from townspeople out for an evening stroll or hurrying to Mass.

After three years in Maiden’s Creek, Adelaide had come to love the noise, the disorder and the sense of excitement that overhung the town and, most importantly, the sense of belonging. She would not exchange a single moment with Danny here in this wild place for life in Oldfield House.


Three

Shady Creek Hotel, Gippsland

11 December 1871

Caleb stood on the verandah of the hotel, looking up at the blue-grey bulk of the mountain range before him. Shady Creek was a dot on the map, a staging post built on private property just off the main coach road that wound its way through the foothills and shady gullies of the Great Dividing Range. As its name implied, it had been built in the bend of a creek and massive old trees offered shade and respite from the heat of the day. In winter, no doubt, the hotel promised a warm fire and a hot meal.

Even at this early hour of the day, the sun beat down with a ferocity Caleb had never encountered before and it seemed as if the very air shimmered in anticipation of a hot day. He thought of the soft woods of Virginia, so different from this dry, harsh, crackling landscape, heavy with the scent of eucalyptus.

He took a swig of the warm liquid in his pannikin. Tea. He hated tea.

‘Heading for Maiden’s Creek?’ A dark-haired man of much his own age stepped onto the verandah.

‘I am.’ Caleb ran a finger around the collar of his shirt. ‘Tell me, is it always this damn hot?’

His companion gave a snort of laughter. ‘No. In winter we have snow and the roads become impassable.’ He emptied the contents of his pannikin onto the dusty earth, the dampness evaporating almost immediately. ‘Late January and February’s hotter. This time of year the weather can change daily.’ He smiled and held out his hand. ‘I’m William Penrose, mine superintendent at the Maiden’s Creek Mine.’

‘Caleb Hunt.’ Caleb accepted Penrose’s hand.

Penrose regarded him for a long moment. ‘People only go to Maiden’s Creek for one reason,’ he said.

‘And that is?’

‘Gold.’

Caleb nodded. ‘You’ve got that right.’

‘If you don’t mind me saying, you don’t look like a miner. Do you have a claim or are you going out prospecting? Because if you’re a prospector, forget it. The country’s too wild, even for the most intrepid.’

Caleb pulled the claim registration from his pocket. ‘I’ve a claim. Tell me, Penrose, where’s Pretty Sally?’

Penrose’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Pretty Sally? About an hour’s ride out of Maiden’s Creek. Some Irish prospectors struck good alluvial stuff in the creek a year back and that caused a rush, no one’s struck the reef yet.’ He held out his hand. ‘Do you mind?’

Caleb passed him the paper and Penrose studied it. ‘Hannigan’s claim? How did you come by it?’

Caleb considered his answer. ‘Hannigan and I came to a business arrangement. Do you know him?’

‘By reputation. He’s not with you?’

‘No. He’s on the boat to Port Albert with the equipment.’

‘You trust him?’

Caleb thought himself a good judge of character, and the answer was no, he didn’t trust Hannigan, and had regretted sending the man alone on the boat. ‘Do I have reason not to?’

Penrose shrugged. ‘You have his mining claim. He has your equipment. This is not a business for honest men.’

‘It will be what it will be,’ Caleb said.

Penrose leaned against one of the verandah posts. ‘What do you know about mining?’

Caleb looked into his cup, grimacing at the unedifying sight of the black leaves swilling around at the bottom. Like Penrose, he upended the dregs onto the hard clay. ‘I spent a year in the Californian fields. Panning mostly.’

Penrose nodded. ‘The alluvial stuff at Maiden’s Creek is long gone. It’s hard-rock mining now.’

‘I don’t shirk a task, Mr Penrose and I’m no fool. I’ll just have to learn.’

‘Fair enough.’ Penrose cocked his head to one side. ‘We have all sorts on the goldfields. Plenty of Yankees like you from the Californian fields.’

‘Just don’t call me a Yankee and we’ll get on just fine, Mr Penrose.’

Penrose laughed. ‘And I’m a Cornishman. Don’t call me English.’

Caleb stretched his stiff back. ‘That coach ride was hell. Haven’t you people heard of trains?’

‘It’ll come. Trouble is, the goldfields out this side are still new. The main goldfields are to the north and west of Melbourne—they have train lines. I’ve just come up from Port Albert. I had to make the arrangements for a new stamper I’m bringing in. It’s going to be a five-header.’

Caleb let out an impressed whistle. ‘A five-header? That’s a mighty piece of equipment to get over those mountains.’

‘It’s broken down into pieces and we have blacksmiths on site to assemble it, but even then it’s a massive task. It’s going to take several bullock teams weeks to make the journey up from Port Albert.’

‘Why not bring it in overland from Melbourne?’

Penrose laughed. ‘You’ve travelled that route. The swamps are impassable in dry weather. Ah, here’s our transport.’

The rattle and clatter of hooves, jingle of harness and a loud ‘Whoa’ announced the arrival of a carriage drawn by two large horses. SHADY CREEK TO MAIDEN’S CREEK had been handpainted on the door in red paint. A large drop of paint had slid down from the ‘k’ in the second Creek, elongating the letter to nearly the length of the door.

‘If you thought last night’s coach ride was rough, you’re in for a treat,’ Penrose said. ‘Thank God for the dry weather. We would be doing it on foot or packhorse if it was wet. Good day, Burrell,’ he hailed the driver as the burly, red-bearded man jumped down from his seat.

Burrell pushed his hat to the back of his head and wiped his right hand on his corduroy pants. ‘G’day, Mr Penrose. Ready to go?’

‘We are. What’s the road like?’

‘It wasn’t too bad when I came over yesterday,’ the man said. He turned to Caleb and held out his hand. ‘Amos Burrell. I’ve got the coach route up to Maiden’s Creek.’

Caleb took the sweaty, calloused paw and Burrell shook it with such force, Caleb felt the bones in his hand crunch.

‘Where’s your luggage, mate?’

Caleb pointed at the iron-bound box that had been placed on the verandah of the hotel. He checked the padlock before Burrell lifted it onto the roof of the carriage. Then he excused himself and made a trip to the wash house.

When he returned, the coach was waiting for him. The parallel wooden benches barely held two people abreast, making it a tight squeeze for the four passengers. Penrose made room for Caleb on the rearward facing bench. The other two passengers facing them, a middle-aged couple, had not been on the Melbourne coach.

Caleb swept off his hat and climbed in.

‘Beg pardon, ma’am,’ he said as he stepped on the well-shod foot of the stout woman, which intruded into his space.

The woman gave a simpering giggle and her husband doffed his hat, revealing a fine pair of sideburns and a ferocious pair of eyebrows. ‘One of our colonial brethren, by your accent. Might I venture to suggest a Southern state?’

‘Well, sir, it has been nearly a hundred years since America was a colony, but as to your second observation, you are correct. A Virginian born and bred,’ Caleb replied.

‘Russell.’ The man extended his hand across the cramped space. ‘Osborne Russell, manager of the Bank of Australasia and Justice of the Peace. I’ve just been at a sitting at Buneep.’ He indicated the woman on his left, ‘My good lady wife, Mrs Russell.’

Caleb introduced himself and took Mrs Russell’s gloved hand. ‘A pleasure, ma’am.’ He bowed over the hand in a gesture of Southern gentility that made the woman blush like a debutante.

‘Why, Mr Hunt, such good manners. Please tell me what brings you to Maiden’s Creek?’ she said.

‘The same thing as everyone else—’ The carriage lurched forward and Caleb grabbed at a strategically placed leather strap to prevent himself from ending up in Mrs Russell’s lap.

‘Gold?’ Osborne surmised.

‘He’s got a claim up by Pretty Sally,’ Penrose said.

Russell raised a magnificent greying eyebrow. ‘I’ve got hopes for Pretty Sally, but it’s reef gold, Hunt. Not easy to get out in a small operation.’

Caleb effected a nonchalant shrug and peered out the window. They seemed to have started uphill, the daylight muted by the canopies of the gum trees that soared above the narrow track. Up on the driver’s box, Burrell whistled tunelessly.

‘How long is it going to take us to get there?’

‘It’ll depend on the road. Burrell will spell the horses at the rest house on the Thompson River. If we get there too late, we’ll spend the night,’ Penrose said.

Mrs Osborne sniffed. ‘Odious place. I got bed bugs last time we had to stay there.’

‘But the beer is good,’ Penrose said. Ignoring Mrs Russell’s second sniff, he continued, ‘And after that, it’s a good half-day into Maiden’s Creek. Just pray it stays dry—if we get rain, the road becomes impassable.’ Penrose sat back, crossed his arms, tipped his hat down and closed his eyes. ‘Maiden’s Creek has to be one of the colony’s best-kept secrets. Hard to get into and harder to get out of.’

‘Virginia.’ Russell frowned. He turned to his wife. ‘Mrs Russell has family connections in … where was it my dear?’

‘Fairfax,’ Mrs Russell said. ‘The Stricklands. Do you know them?’

Caleb shook his head. ‘I’m not acquainted with them, ma’am. I’m from the west of the state, the Shenandoah Valley, and I worked in Charlottesville in the south before the war. I’ve not had much cause to go north to Fairfax, even before the war.’

Russell regarded him. The man had intelligent, bright eyes that seemed to sear Caleb’s soul.

‘Ah, the war. Bad business that. Were you caught up in it, Hunt?’

Caleb met the man’s eyes with an unblinking gaze. Three years of violent conflict that ripped apart a nation, the scars from which would probably never heal, could not be dismissed as just ‘bad business’.

‘I was, sir, but there would not be one person in Virginia not affected in some way. Even your friends in Fairfax, Mrs Russell.’

The woman’s lips tightened and she glanced down at her gloved hands where they rested in her lap. ‘They lost a son to the Southern cause, Mr Hunt. And you, did you take up arms—’

Caleb was saved from answer by the carriage jerking and Burrell cursing above them. With a shout of ‘Whoa!’ the coach came to an abrupt halt, nearly throwing both Russells onto their fellow passengers. Caleb caught Mrs Russell in time to prevent an embarrassing grapple. As the lady sat back into her place, straightening her bonnet and fussing with her gloves, Penrose called out of the window, ‘What is it, Burrell?’

‘Gold convoy.’ Burrell punctuated this observation with a blasphemous exclamation.

Caleb leaned out the window. Coming up the hill towards them were three riders moving at a good clip, their dark blue uniforms and caps marking them as members of the constabulary. Behind them was a small covered wagon pulled by four horses, followed by another three mounted constables.

‘Impressive,’ he remarked. ‘Is the gold from your mine, Penrose?’

Penrose shook his head. ‘Some. We’ve yet to hit the main seam but some of the other mines in the field are doing well, particularly the Blue Sailor.’

Russell held a neatly pressed white handkerchief to his nose in a vain attempt to lessen the dust cloud kicked up by the passing convoy. ‘The convoy leaves once a week,’ he said. ‘Never the same day or time.’

‘Why?’ Caleb asked.

‘Bushrangers.’ Russell’s mouth pursed. ‘We learned our lessons from the other goldfields.’

‘Bushrangers?’ Caleb had never heard the word before.

‘Outlaws,’ said Penrose. ‘Highwaymen, we’d call them in England.’

Mrs Russell cast a nervous glance around the carriage. ‘Do you think we will be held up?’

Her husband patted her arm. ‘To the best of my knowledge, they are not yet operating in this area, and I don’t see why they would be interested in us, my dear. Burrell has a rifle and if I am not mistaken, our American friend over there is carrying a sidearm.’

All three looked at Caleb and he realised his jacket had pulled back as he leaned out of the window, revealing the Colt revolver on his left hip.

‘Expecting trouble?’ Penrose said, his dark eyes disapproving.

Caleb settled back into his place, pulling his jacket to cover the weapon. ‘Habit,’ he said. ‘When you’ve been a soldier …’ He let the sentence die away.

The coach lurched forward again, resuming its leisurely pace.

‘You didn’t answer my husband’s question. Did you fight in the war, Mr Hunt?’ Mrs Russell said.

No point in prevaricating. ‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘For the South?’ she continued, adding, ‘I always hoped the South would win. Such smart uniforms.’

As Caleb struggled to find an appropriate response, Mr Russell cut in. ‘My dear, the reasons for such a war are complex. Far too difficult for you to be bothering your head about. Now leave Mr Hunt in peace.’

Mrs Russell opened her mouth again, but Caleb turned to the window. He leaned his elbow on the sill, eyes drawn to the passing scenery, and allowed the scent of gums and the chatter of unknown birds to distract him from memories he’d tried to forget.
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Caleb had faced charging cavalry, survived barrages of Minié balls, known cold and starvation and other deprivation, but nothing had prepared him for the descent into the Maiden’s Creek valley.

They had made good time and after a brief stop at the rest house on the Thompson River, the driver had chosen to push on. After they crossed the river, the track had wound upward through increasingly denuded forest. Rough tracks ran off from it, some with signboards nailed to posts and trees bearing roughly painted names like Morning Star, Whitsunday and Growler’s Gulch. Most of the signs were largely illegible, either from the hand that had painted them or the ravages of weather.

They followed along a ridge a mile or so before the track became a series of roughly cut switchbacks descending down into the valley, barely wide enough for a single horse let alone a coach, even a small one. The absence of vegetation afforded Caleb a clear view of the sickening drop falling away below the track. One false move and they would be over, tumbling to their deaths long before they reached the creek below.

The harrowing ride did not seem to concern his fellow passengers, evidently having full confidence in the driver and being used to the road. Burrell urged his horses down the track with a combination of endearments, expletives, coos and clicks.

‘They call this descent Little John’s Sleigh Ride,’ Penrose said.

‘And who was Little John?’ Caleb asked to distract himself as the coach swung around another hairpin bend, the wheels slipping on the dust as the horses scrabbled to maintain their grip on the road.

‘John Miller was the prospector who found the first gold in Maiden’s Creek back in sixty-four. I met him a couple of times. The nickname is what you might call ironic—he must have been six feet five in his stockings,’ Russell answered.

‘What became of him?’

‘Like so many successful prospectors, Miller drank his good fortune away and was last heard of heading for Queensland.’

‘At least he didn’t die on this road,’ Caleb said.

‘You should try it in winter,’ Penrose said with a smile. ‘It really is a sleigh ride. I’ve seen a horse team sliding down it on their haunches.’

Mrs Russell lurched and swayed, only her iron grip on the leather strap above her seat stopped her landing in Caleb’s lap. The sinews of her wrist stood out and Caleb guessed that beneath the grey kid gloves she wore despite the warmth, her knuckles were white.

‘You should see the bullock teams bringing in the mining and other equipment,’ Penrose said.

‘Nothing short of a miracle,’ Russell added, the muscles of his jaw clenching as they swung around another bend.

Caleb’s grip on the strap relaxed as the road levelled out to a gentle curve that brought them into a valley. He leaned out the window, craning to catch his first sight of Maiden’s Creek. Steep slopes rose from the curve of the creek, leaving little room on the flat ground for the rough and tumble town that crowded the banks of a fouled waterway. Cabins constructed from split logs clung like barnacles to the vertiginous sides of the hills, spoil heaps from mines spilled down to the creek bank and, beyond them, tall chimneys belched smoke. Overlaying it all was a steady cadence: bump, bump, bump; a sound he remembered from his time on the Californian goldfields.

‘I’d forgotten how much noise a stamper makes,’ he said, conscious of having to raise his voice to make himself heard.

Penrose nodded. ‘At the moment it’s only a three-headed stamper. Wait till the five-header arrives.’

‘The silence at night must be deafening,’ Caleb said.

‘Oh, it doesn’t stop at night,’ Penrose said. ‘Only on Sundays and, yes, the silence is deafening. You get used to it.’

Mrs Russell sighed. ‘When the new stamper arrives, Mr Russell will be seeking a transfer to a more congenial town.’

Russell shot his wife a mutinous glance that conveyed he had no intention of seeking a more congenial post. ‘If it’s any consolation, Hunt,’ he said, ‘they don’t have a battery up at Pretty Sally yet, so you’ll find it a little more peaceful.’

‘Any recommendations of places to stay?’

‘The coach will set you down at The Empress,’ Russell said. ‘That’s probably the best hostelry in town. Mrs Riordan has an excellent reputation for keeping a respectable place.’

‘Unlike most of the hostelries,’ Mrs Russell put in. ‘It even has a piano. The only one in Maiden’s Creek.’

Caleb thought of the treacherous road they had travelled and wondered how they had brought a piano into Maiden’s Creek, let alone the equipment needed for a mine the scale of the Maiden’s Creek Mine.

The main street bustled with activity. Bullock trains vied with packhorses for right of way and Burrell bellowed for everyone to make way. Saloons, or ‘pubs’, as Caleb had learned they were called, seemed to account for every other building. They each proclaimed the best beer in Maiden’s Creek. They passed a general store and at least two banks. Most of the buildings were timber, some painted but others still raw boards. Only the banks seemed to have an air of permanence and respectability. If gold had been discovered less than ten years earlier, the town had risen fast, too fast for the basic services a town like this required. Caleb wondered what kind of hell he had come across.

As if reading his thoughts, Russell said, ‘We have our problems, Mr Hunt, but I am proud of this town and its people.’

‘Who governs the town?’

‘We have a council of respectable business people and I am one of three Justices of the Peace,’ Russell said. ‘Ah, here we are. It’s been a pleasure meeting you, Hunt. I wish you the best with your endeavours and if you should need any—’ he coughed, ‘—financial advice, please do not hesitate to talk with me. I can assure you that you will receive the best possible service.’

Better than any other bank in town, his tone implied.

The coach drew to a shuddering halt outside a double-storeyed hostelry graced with an elegant lacework iron balcony on the upper floor and a well-painted sign that read: The Empress. Caleb had arrived.


Four

The long school day dragged to a close and ended as it always did: with the elderly schoolmaster pulling his fob watch from his waistcoat. The sixty-five children of all ages held their collective breath as he tapped the glass face, as if he didn’t quite believe what the hands revealed. Mr Emerton rose to his feet, his hand going at a glacial pace to the school bell that stood on the corner of his desk. He picked it up and gave three short rings, releasing the students of the Maiden’s Creek School into the world with whoops and shouts.

Danny Greaves led a solitary life, happy in his own company. He had little in common with his schoolmates, who mercifully ignored him most of the time. He suspected they felt sorry for him, ‘the poor fatherless child’ as he had heard other women in the town refer to him. He decided long ago he would rather be fatherless than have a father who came home drunk and took out his frustrations on his wife and children; several of the boys frequently arrived at school sporting black eyes and other bruises. However, he secretly envied those boys with more kindly fathers who took them hunting for kangaroos or fishing on the Thompson River on their days off.

He kicked at the dust on the road as he wandered home to the post office along the main street. His heart gave a leap as he spotted the Shady Creek coach winding its precarious way down Little John’s Sleigh Ride towards the town. The coach meant the return of Amos Burrell, one of the few men in Danny’s life who had time for him. He had shown Danny how to tie knots and was teaching him the fundamentals of horsemanship.

His mother had let slip that Amos was ‘sweet’ on Netty. Danny didn’t quite know what that meant except that Amos spent a deal of his free time drinking tea in the kitchen of Danny’s home.

Danny broke into a purposeful stride, arriving at The Empress as the coach came to a halt, the two huge horses Dave and Mac, sweating and blowing from the difficult descent.

Amos raised his whip to his hat brim in greeting before he jumped down from his box. ‘’Ow’s it going, Dan?’ he called.

Danny grinned up at his friend.

‘Good afternoon, Mr Burrell.’ Netty greeted her suitor as she crossed the road from the post office.

Amos swept the hat from his head. ‘Afternoon, Miss Redley,’ he said.

Netty handed Danny a bowl with the offcuts of carrots to feed the horses. ‘Thought you’d be here,’ she said.

The coach horses, twitched their ears in anticipation as Danny approached them with the snacks in his outstretched hand. Their soft, hot lips snuffled the tasty morsels up as Amos opened the carriage door and his grateful passengers emerged onto the boardwalk outside the hotel.

Danny glanced at the arrivals without much interest. He recognised Mr and Mrs Russell. Mrs Russell never missed an opportunity to chide him for misdemeanours, whether his hair was untidy or he had misbuttoned his shirt. Mr Penrose from the mine smiled and waved at him. A tall, dark-haired man with a colourful waistcoat was the last to alight. He stood looking around as Amos climbed back onto the coach and started to hand down the baggage to the man from The Empress who served as everything from porter to odd-job man.

Danny cocked his head and considered the newcomer with interest. As he stretched his arms, no doubt glad to be free from the cramped quarters of the coach, the man’s jacket fell away, revealing a large handgun at his waist. The man smiled at Danny before pulling his jacket back over the weapon.

Danny returned the smile, a little uncertainly. Strangers in Maiden’s Creek were not unusual but they didn’t normally come armed. He wondered if the man could be a bushranger. He’d heard some of the boys at school talking about Captain Moonlight, who’d been seen in Aberfeldy, or so they had overheard someone telling their father.

A massive explosion from the Maiden’s Creek Mine rocked the earth beneath his feet. Such explosions were common and he wouldn’t have thought much about it, except the tall man went down on one knee as if he were ducking a bullet.

‘Danny!’

He turned at Netty’s scream to see Mac rear, his front legs pawing the air as he fought to get free from the traces. Frozen in fear, Danny could do nothing except watch as the massive ironclad hooves descended towards him.

A strong arm wrapped around him, hurling him out of the way as Mac brought his hooves to ground. A woman screamed and a man cried out.

Danny curled up in the dust of the road, his rescuer’s arm heavy across his body. Shadows fell across him and he gasped for breath as Netty leaned over him.

‘Danny, are you hurt?’

He rolled over, still fighting for breath. ‘I’m fine, Netty,’ he gasped.

Netty folded him into her arms as the attention of the crowd focused on the man who had pushed him aside. He lay quite still, face down in the dust. Mr Penrose got down on one knee and turned the man onto his back. The bright colours of the waistcoat were now dimmed with dirt.

‘Is he …?’ a woman’s timorous voice came from the back of the swelling crowd.

The man groaned and the crowd sighed out its relief, breaking into ragged cheers.

‘Hunt!’ Mr Penrose’s voice rose above the general hubbub. ‘Where are you hurt, man?’

‘Is the boy … all right?’

All eyes turned to Danny.

‘He’s fine,’ Netty answered for him. ‘Thanks to you.’

Danny wriggled free and Netty rose to her feet, all brisk efficiency once more as she went to the injured man. She knelt beside him. ‘Oh dear … your leg …’ Danny heard her say in a low voice. She looked up at the crowd. ‘You men, carry this man across to the post office and I’ll see to his injuries.’

‘Ma’am, I’ll be just fine,’ said the man in the waistcoat as he struggled to his elbows, but he had obviously never had to deal with Netty.

She glared down at him. ‘I’ll be the judge of that,’

Forgotten, Danny hovered on the edge of the crowd. He wanted to say it was all his fault and that he didn’t want the stranger to die, but words failed him. All he could do was stare in horror at the man’s torn trousers and the blood welling from his left leg.
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The window panes rattled and the inkwell on the counter of the post office juddered as the mine explosion rocked the town. Adelaide glanced up from the ledger she was working on. Through the curtained windows she could see the outline of the Shady Creek coach across the road.

She set the pen back in its stand and closed the ledger. The arrival of the coach meant that Amos Burrell would be in with the Melbourne mailbags and the man had the annoying habit of just slamming them down on the counter, sending anything in their vicinity flying in a cloud of dust.

A woman’s scream and the raised voices of men penetrated the post office. Adelaide hurried to the door, fully expecting to see brawling miners spilling from the Miner’s Arms.

A large crowd had gathered around the coach. Amos Burrell’s attention was directed at his horses. He held Mac’s bridle and ran a hand down the big horse’s nose. Mac’s ears flicked and his feet shuffled in the dust. But the centre of the crowd’s attention appeared to be Netty, her bonnet hanging from her neck by its strings as she bent over a man lying in the dirt.

Adelaide cast around the crowd for Danny and saw him sitting on the edge of the boardwalk. He looked her way and her breath caught at the sight of his dusty face, muddy tracks marking the course of tears. He stood up and came running towards her, throwing his arms around her waist and burying his filthy face in her apron.

‘It wasn’t my fault.’ His words were muffled by her skirts.

But before she could ask what wasn’t his fault, Netty crossed the road, followed by a party of men carrying the injured man on a stretcher.

‘I’ll have no drunken miner in here,’ Adelaide said as the group approached.

The Maiden’s Creek Mine superintendent, Will Penrose, stepped onto the boardwalk in front of the post office, hat in his hands. ‘Apologies, Mrs Greaves, but you are closest and this man just saved your Danny.’

Adelaide looked at Netty.

‘One of the coach horses, Adelaide,’ Netty said. ‘Spooked by the explosion. He pushed Danny away just in time.’

Adelaide glanced down at the dirty face of her son’s saviour. His eyes were closed and his colour did not look good.

‘Is he badly hurt?’

‘His leg,’ Netty said. ‘Could be broken. Carry him in, gents.’

As the stretcher party passed, Adelaide’s gaze travelled along the length of the man’s body. Someone had tied a dirty neckcloth around his left thigh. Whatever colour it had been originally, it now glistened with blood. As she watched, a drip of blood splattered on the spotless floorboards of the post office. A perverse thought about the difficulty of scrubbing away blood stains crossed Adelaide’s mind.

‘Carry him through to the kitchen,’ she said and hurried ahead to throw open the door to the residence.

William Penrose remained in the doorway, watching as the rescue party tramped through Adelaide’s neat parlour.

‘Mr Penrose, what can you tell me about this man?’ she asked.

‘His name is Caleb Hunt. He came up on the coach from Melbourne. Beyond that, I can’t tell you much more,’ he said. ‘Shall I fetch the doctor?’

‘That would be a good idea, Mr Penrose.’

The man nodded and after he had shut the door behind him, Adelaide turned to Danny, who sat on the bench Adelaide kept in the office, head in his hands.

She crouched in front of him. ‘Tell me what happened, Danny.’

‘I saw the coach had come in and Netty gave me some carrots for the horses. She was talking to Amos. Then there was an explosion up at the mine that frightened Mac.’ His lip wobbled. ‘I couldn’t move and the man grabbed me and flung me out of the way. I think the horse hit his leg.’ His eyes welled with tears. ‘Are you very cross, Mama?’

Adelaide shook her head. ‘No one’s cross with you, Danny. It wasn’t your fault.’ She brushed the dusty fair hair from his eyes and forced a smile. ‘You know Mac is a lovely, gentle horse. He would never hurt you. He just got a bad fright.’

‘But that man got hurt.’

‘It doesn’t look too bad,’ she lied. ‘Now you go and wash your face and tidy your clothes and Netty and I will see to—’ What had Penrose said the man’s name was? ‘Mr Hunt.’

She paused long enough to close the post office, turning the sign in the window. Amos still had to bring in the mail but he knew her well enough to use the back door.

A trail of blood drips marked the rescue party’s progress through her home and she found them in the kitchen, standing in a respectful circle around the table on which the unconscious man had been laid.

‘Thank you for your help, gentlemen,’ Adelaide said. ‘Mr Penrose has gone to fetch the doctor. You can return to your drinks.’

One of the men jutted his bearded chin at the man on the table. ‘Your boy’d be dead if it weren’t for him. Never seen a body move so fast.’

Adelaide gave a curt nod. ‘I will thank him properly when he is conscious.’ After the men shuffled out Adelaide turned to Netty. ‘If you hadn’t been flirting with Amos, this wouldn’t have happened. You’re a grown woman not a seventeen-year-old maid,’ she snapped.

‘I’ll fetch some clean cloths,’ Netty sniffed and flounced out of the room, leaving Adelaide alone with her guest.

The man’s jacket had fallen away, revealing a revolver in a well-worn holster. The sight of the weapon sent a chill down her spine. Very few men carried weapons even in this wild part of the world. She may not like guns but she knew enough about them to handle them correctly and she unbuckled the holster and withdrew the weapon.

She held the butt between her finger and thumb. The long barrel and revolving chamber of the weapon gleamed from regular care and the wood of the stock was polished to a high sheen from handling. The intricate inlay on the butt marked it as a weapon of some value and undoubted importance to its owner. She unloaded the firearm and set it on a side table with its ammunition.

Whoever Mr Hunt was, he felt dangerous and the sooner he was gone from her house the better.

Gritting her teeth, she peeled back the fabric from the wound on his leg. It had stopped bleeding but it looked nasty, a blackening mass swelling the leg above the knee. The horse had caught him a glancing blow. Certainly enough to inconvenience him for a while.

‘I’m right sorry to be a nuisance.’

Adelaide started at the low voice that carried the soft, flattened vowels of an American. She turned to look into his face. A pair of steady slate-grey eyes watched her with a peculiar intensity. ‘You’re not a nuisance,’ she replied. ‘By all accounts, you saved my son and for that I thank you.’

He moved his leg and grimaced, the corners of his eyes creasing into well-carved grooves. ‘I don’t think it’s broken,’ he said through tight lips. ‘Just patch it up and I’ll be on my way.’

‘I’ll let the doctor be the judge of that,’ Adelaide said and looked up at a sharp rap on the back door. ‘Thank goodness.’

She stood aside to admit William Penrose and Dr Alfred Bowen, an Irishman in his late middle age with a cheerful disposition and a reputation for not being sober after midday. As Dr Bowen passed she caught whiskey fumes and frowned, hoping the doctor wouldn’t need to do anything too serious with his patient.

They were followed by Amos Burrell carrying the mailbags.

‘Is ’e all right?’ Amos jerked his head at Hunt.

Adelaide glared at the coachman. ‘Next time pay more attention to your duties and less to a pretty face and these accidents won’t happen. Now go and put the mail in the post office and come back here. We may need you.’

Amos looked down at his dusty boots and mumbled something that sounded like ‘Yes, ma’am,’ as he sidled out of the door, passing Netty. The two exchanged glances and Netty coloured.

Penrose and Bowen stood looking down at the stranger. Bowen slid his hand into his pocket and pulled out a battered silver flask from which he took a swig.

Penrose glanced at Adelaide and shrugged. They had no choice. Bowen was the only doctor in Maiden’s Creek and his drinking did not generally seem to affect his skills.

They were not the only ones to notice Bowen’s flask—the eyes of the injured man were fixed on it. ‘If you’ve anything in that flask, doc, I’d be grateful,’ he said.

Bowen looked at the object in his hand as if noticing it for the first time. ‘Just a drop to steady my nerves,’ he said before passing the American the flask.

The man took a swig and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘Tastes like something you brewed yourself,’ he said.

‘I’ll have you know that is the best Irish whiskey,’ Bowen said.

The injured man’s mouth twitched in a smile. ‘If that’s the best, glad I’ve not had the pleasure of tasting the worst.’

‘Dr Bowen is here to see to your leg, not compare liquor,’ Adelaide said.

The man nodded. ‘I can tell you, doc, there’s nothing broken.’

‘I’ll be the judge of that,’ Bowen said stiffly.

‘Not sure you’re in a state to be much of a judge of anything,’ Adelaide said.

Bowen capped his flask and slid it back into his pocket. ‘I’d thank you to let me get on with my job. What’s your name?’

‘Hunt, Caleb Hunt.’ He closed his eyes and grimaced as the doctor prodded the injury.

Bowen straightened and took another swig from his flask. ‘You’re lucky.’

Hunt opened his eyes.

‘You’re right—the femur is not broken. There’s a nasty laceration, which I can stitch, and you’re going to have an almighty bruise. You won’t be going anywhere for a few days.’

‘I have things to do.’ Caleb Hunt had bitten his lip during Bowen’s less than gentle ministrations and Netty wiped away a trickle of blood.

‘They will have to wait. It’ll be a week at least before you can walk on that leg.’

‘Where’s he going to stay? He can hardly stay here,’ Adelaide said.

Bowen mopped his face and looked around Adelaide’s kitchen. ‘And where else do you think he is going to go, Mrs Greaves?’

‘I don’t want to be a bother to this good lady—’ the man began, attempting to pull himself up on his elbows, but Bowen quelled him with a look.

He turned to Adelaide. ‘We’ve no hospital and I would hardly trust this man to the ministrations of any of the publicans in town—or their good ladies. I know you for a good Christian lady, and as Mr Hunt is, by all accounts, responsible for saving the life of your son, I think a few days’ rest in your care is the least you can offer.’

‘I have work to do and nowhere to put him,’ she said, but even as she uttered the words she anticipated Netty’s response.

‘Don’t be silly, Adelaide, I can see to him and there’s Mick’s shed.’

Something that might have been a smile caught at the corner of the man’s lips. ‘Mick’s shed would do me just fine, ma’am, as long as Mick has no objection.’

‘Mick’s over in Aberfeldy,’ Netty replied. ‘He won’t mind.’

The man, Caleb Hunt, fell back on the table and closed his eyes. ‘This is not how I imagined my arrival in Maiden’s Creek,’ he muttered.


Five

12 December 1871

A single pinpoint of light flickered behind Caleb’s eyelids. He took a deep breath, expelling it with a heavy sigh as he tried to move his leg. It may not be broken but he had never experienced such agony, and that included bullets and bayonets. He had a vague memory of the doctor administering a healthy dose of laudanum and after that only darkness and a dream that he was back in Elmira Prison camp, a recurring nightmare of cold and pain and hunger.

A shadow blotted out the light and a hand rested on his forehead. He opened his eyes. A pale oval hovered above him, which resolved into a woman’s face—a dark-haired woman in dark clothes.

He remembered her now, the postmistress in her black, high-necked gown, her hair drawn away from her face and fastened in a tight bun at the back of her head. But the severity of her appearance could not hide the high cheekbones, straight nose and bow-shaped mouth. He dug around in his memory for her name. Someone had mentioned it in the kitchen. Greaves … that was it.

He swallowed. He could do with a drink, any drink, to assuage his dry mouth and throat.

‘Mrs Greaves?’ he croaked. ‘What time is it?’

‘Past midnight,’ she replied. She seemed to study him, her head cocked, her eyes lost in the shadows thrown by the single candle that burned on a table behind her.

‘Too kind—’ he began, intending to thank her for being there when he awoke.

‘Not kindness. I just didn’t want to wake to a dead body.’

‘I’m not planning to die just yet and I’m sorry to be a burden to you,’ Caleb said.

She bit her lip and her tone softened as she said, ‘I spoke harshly. I apologise.’

‘Could I trouble you for a drink of water?’

‘Of course. I’m sorry. You must be parched. Laudanum does that.’

She helped him to drink from a tin pannikin. The water tasted sweet and he hoped it did not come from the noisome creek that he had seen, and smelled, on his arrival in the town.

‘I have a water tank,’ she said as he laid down again. ‘Clean drinking water is a premium in this town. Fortunately rain is not.’

‘Where am I?’

‘There is a man who helps me with the mail runs and I let him sleep here when he is in town.’

‘Mick?’

She nodded. ‘Fortunately for you, he is visiting relatives in Aberfeldy but he’ll be back tomorrow to take the mail up the track. He always seems to know when the mail comes in.’ She looked around the little room. ‘It’s not much, but it’s clean and dry.’

The bed seemed little more than a narrow cot but the linen carried the scent of sun and soap and the smell of fresh hewn wood filled the room. Caleb looked up into the shadows at the rough bark of a roof rising above him. He had certainly known much worse.

He sat up with a start. ‘Where’s my box?’

The woman glanced at a corner of the room. ‘Over there. Burrell brought it across from the coach.’

‘My revolver?’

‘Safe. I secured it in your box, Mr Hunt’

The familiar waves of panic started to wash over him. ‘It’s locked. How did you …?’

Her lips curved in a small, tight smile. ‘But you wear the key around your neck. We had to open it. This is a house of women, Mr Hunt. We are not possessed of a man’s night attire.’

Caleb plucked at the frayed cuff of his nightshirt. He had no memory of these women stripping him or any idea how they got him from the kitchen to the hut.

Again, she answered his thoughts. ‘Fortunately Amos Burrell was able to assist us in seeing you settled.’

He touched his chest and found the key hung once more from the string around his neck.

She cleared her throat. ‘I have to thank you for what you did today. Danny is my only son and he could have been killed.’ She paused. ‘You could have been killed.’

‘It takes a lot to kill me, ma’am, and trust me, plenty have tried.’

‘I saw the scars, Mr Hunt. I suppose they are the legacy of that terrible war?’

He didn’t answer.

‘Dr Bowen seems to think you will heal without any lasting damage. You were lucky.’ She took an audible breath. ‘How is the leg?’

‘In truth, ma’am, it hurts like the very devil.’

‘I’m afraid I have no more laudanum to offer you and we are limited in what we can do. Netty made a mash of parsley, which she says is highly efficacious in the reduction of bruising. The doctor will be back in the morning.’

‘Parsley mash?’ That explained the strange vegetable smell in the room. It made him think of the fish his mother used to produce for Friday dinners, lathered in a parsley sauce. The memory provoked a chuckle.

‘I fail to see the humour,’ Mrs Greaves said.

Caleb shook his head. It was not something he had any wish to explain. Now he just wanted to sleep. ‘Thank you for your concern and kindness, Mrs Greaves, but I have kept you from your own bed long enough.’

She stood and pulled the sheet and blanket up around him as if he were her son. ‘I have left a bell by your bed. If you need help, just ring. I’m a light sleeper.’

She took the candle, closing the door softly behind her.

He lay in the dark, listening to the sounds of the night: the rhythmic stamp of the gold battery, distant music and drunken laughter and the chatter of unknown insects. The sounds of Maiden’s Creek. The start of a new life, he thought, as he drifted into an uneasy sleep.

[image: image]

Caleb woke to daylight and the uncomfortable feeling he was being watched. He ran a hand across his eyes and turned his head to the door. A boy leaned against the door jamb, regarding him with solemn eyes and a down-turned mouth.

‘You must be Danny,’ Caleb croaked.

The boy nodded.

‘Can you pass me a drink of water?’ Caleb indicated the jug on a rickety table beside the bed.

Water pinged into the metal pannikin and Danny held it out to him with a shaking hand. Caleb made an attempt to pull himself into an upright position without crying out but the pain must have shown on his face. The boy frowned.

‘I came to say I’m sorry, Mr Hunt,’ he said.

The water had been sitting too long but the tepid and sour-tasting liquid eased his parched throat. He held out the empty pannikin to Danny.

‘You’ve nothing to be sorry for. And you can call me Caleb. I don’t hold with such formality.’

Danny smiled. ‘Thank you, Mr … Caleb.’ His gaze shifted to the bulge of bandaging visible under the sheet that covered Caleb’s leg. ‘Does it hurt?’

Caleb considered the question. It hurt like hell, particularly as his leg had stiffened overnight, but he could sense that the boy needed reassurance not truth. ‘Nothing’s broken. Are you all right?’

The boy rubbed his knee. ‘I got a grazed knee,’ he said.

‘Shouldn’t you be at school?’

Danny’s eyes slid sideways. ‘Mama said I should have a day at home to rest.’

‘Did she? Kind of Mama.’

Danny’s mouth worked and he managed a small smile. ‘She wasn’t very cross.’

‘There was no need for her to be cross at all. It wasn’t your fault.’

‘She says I’m always in a dream. I like to make up stories in my head but when I try to explain to Mama, she says no good comes of dreaming.’

‘What does your father do? Is he a miner?’

‘He died before I was born.’ The child’s face brightened. ‘He was a sailor, an officer aboard a man-o’-war. He took a pirate ship single-handed—’ As if he had said too much, his face closed over. ‘Or at least I think that’s what he did. Mama gets sad when I ask her questions and Netty says I shouldn’t talk about those that are dead and buried.’

Caleb thought about his own father. A good, honourable man who should have died peacefully in his bed, surrounded by a family who loved him, not alone and unregarded on a train platform in Washington.

‘If you never have a father then you don’t miss him,’ Danny said but the expression on his face belied the upbeat tone.

Caleb undid the string around his neck and handed the key to Danny. ‘Can you pass me my Colt, Danny? Your ma said she locked it in my chest.’

Danny’s eyes widened. He took the key and knelt in front of the box. The well-oiled lock clicked and Danny stood up, holding the weapon by the stock.

‘It’s heavy,’ he said.

‘It’s a Colt revolver, 1861 pattern,’ Caleb replied, taking the gun from the boy. He cracked it open and found it had been unloaded. It needed a clean after the dust bath it had been subjected to the day before.

‘Can I see?’

Caleb gave it to Danny, who took the weapon in both hands, then raised it, pointing it at Caleb.

Caleb erupted upright, ignoring the shriek of pain from his leg. ‘Never, ever point it at anyone,’ he said.

Danny’s mouth fell open and he dropped the weapon on the bed as if it were red hot. ‘I—I’m sorry,’ he stuttered.

Caleb fought the pain and held up a hand. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to shout at you. There are rules for handling weapons and that is the most important. If you like, I can teach you how to shoot it.’

Danny’s eyes widened. ‘Could you?’ But the moment of hope was overcome by another thought. ‘Mama won’t let me.’

‘Mama doesn’t have to know.’

‘Our secret?’ The boy smiled.

‘Our secret, but it will have to wait until I’m on my feet again. Say, can you do another favour for me?’

Danny nodded.

‘Pass me that satchel.’

Danny picked up the leather satchel that accompanied the iron-bound box on Caleb’s journeys. Caleb unbuckled it and took out the rolled oilcloth that contained the cleaning equipment for the Colt.

Danny came closer, his eyes wide and curious.

‘Danny!’

His mother’s voice made the boy start and before he could escape, Mrs Greaves appeared in the doorway.

‘I said you had a day off school to rest. Now go back to the house and stop bothering Mr Hunt.’

Danny slipped under his mother’s arm with a last cheeky smile at Caleb.

Mrs Greaves folded her arms and considered her patient. ‘You are looking better this morning. Are you hungry?’

‘I’ve not eaten since we stopped at the river yesterday so yes, ma’am, I am a mite hungry.’

‘I’ll see to some food,’ she said. ‘In the meantime, the doctor is here to see you.’

She stood aside to admit the doctor. Caleb had only the dimmest memory of the man from the day before and what he did remember was not favourable. The man had not been able to do his job without the help of a whiskey flask, but in the morning light the cheerful face surrounded by a halo of white hair inspired a certain degree of confidence.

‘Well then, Mr Hunt. Welcome to Maiden’s Creek. Not sure if I introduced myself properly. Alfred Bowen,’ the doctor said, the soft lilt of an Irish accent still pronounced.

‘Doc,’ Caleb acknowledged warily, scanning the man’s florid face for signs of inebriation, but Bowen appeared perfectly sober.

‘What brings you to Maiden’s Creek, Mr Hunt?’ Bowen said as he peeled back the bandage.

‘I have a claim. Pretty Sally—’ He broke off and swore volubly at the doctor’s ungentle touch. ‘My leg is not broken but it will be if you treat it like that.’

‘Good God,’ the doctor said.

They both stared at the bright green mash that had been smeared over the injury. The doctor sniffed it. ‘Parsley,’ he concluded. ‘Miss Redley’s work, unless I am much mistaken.’ He cleaned the gunk away, revealing the swollen and blackened injury. ‘I have something a little more efficacious than parsley. Time for my friends.’

He produced a glass jar from his bag that he held up to the light.

Caleb winced, recognising the dark shapes. ‘Leeches?’

‘Best cure I know for bruising.’

The doctor extracted half-a-dozen of the bloodsuckers and placed them strategically on the hoof-shaped imprint, where they immediately attached.

Caleb shuddered. He hated leeches but he had to agree with Bowen, they were a good cure for such a bad bruise. Certainly better than Netty’s parsley mash.

Bowen pulled up a stool and sat down, watching like a proud father as his little assistants went to work. ‘It’ll be a few weeks before you’re fully fit again. Where did you say your claim was?’

‘Pretty Sally.’

‘You won’t be seeing it for a while yet, Mr Hunt. Pretty Sally is a hell of a hike.’

‘Is all the countryside around here this steep?’

‘Worse,’ Bowen said. ‘Can you bend your knee for me?’

Caleb complied, glad that the man’s shaking fingers were required to do no more than this basic prodding.

‘I was a surgeon at Sebastapol,’ Bowen said. ‘I thought I was done with soldiers.’

‘How did you know I’ve been a soldier?’

Bowen regarded him with red-rimmed eyes. ‘It’s the scars, boy, and not just these.’ He jabbed at the faded scar on Caleb’s uninjured leg, legacy of a bayonet. ‘It’s in your eyes. You’ll carry your soldiering and the sights you’ve seen to your grave.’

The doctor picked up the revolver and examined it for a long moment before handing it to Caleb.

‘The Crimea was bad, but I imagine a civil war would be much worse.’

‘England has had its civil wars.’

‘And Ireland suffered for them.’ Bowen straightened. ‘I’ll break the good news to Mrs Greaves that she has a guest for a few more days.’

‘I can find a hotel …’

The doctor shrugged. ‘I’d stay where you are. If you wish, you could offer Mrs Greaves some decent coin for board. It will salve your conscience, and hers.’

Bowen pulled out his flask and offered it to Caleb, who shook his head. It would barely be ten in the morning. He watched as Bowen took a swig.

‘Why do you drink, Bowen?’

Bowen looked at the flask in his hand. ‘At first it was to forget and then it was to remember.’ He stowed the flask back in his pocket and bent to inspect the leeches. ‘I think my little friends are done for today.’

Caleb shut his eyes as Bowen removed the bloated leeches and returned them to the jar.

‘No point in a bandage,’ the doctor said cheerfully. ‘In fact, I advise you to start moving that leg. You’ll stiffen up if you stay immobile.’

‘Can I come in?’

The brown-haired woman—Netty, Caleb presumed—who had been flirting with the carriage driver yesterday appeared in the doorway carrying a tray. The woman was older than he had thought, probably in her mid-thirties, slightly built with a pretty, narrow face and bright eyes.

‘Good morning, Miss Redley,’ Bowen greeted her. ‘I fear I had to remove your excellent parsley mash.’

The woman flushed. ‘My grandmother swore by parsley and cabbage. I can get a cabbage.’

‘In Mr Hunt’s case, leeches may be more efficacious.’ The doctor patted his bag. ‘I will return later today with some more of my little friends, hungry for a feed. Good day to you both.’ The doctor placed his battered hat on his head. ‘Going to be a hot one.’

The woman set the tray down beside Caleb.

‘Miss Redley, is it?’ Caleb enquired, his stomach rumbling at the smell of bacon and eggs.

‘Berenice Redley, but everyone calls me Netty,’ the woman replied. She hesitated, a muscle in her cheek working. ‘I want to thank you for what you did for Danny yesterday. It was my fault.’

Caleb examined the contents of the cup, neatly placed on a matching saucer. Tea. What was the attraction in tea? He dug his fork into the first egg. He’d heard chickens outside his door so he assumed it was fresh.

‘It was no one’s fault,’ he said. ‘The horse was spooked and young Danny was in the wrong place at the wrong time.’

Netty nodded. ‘I’m just grateful that you weren’t hurt worse. Thank you, Mr Hunt.’

‘We’ll say no more about it, Netty. Thank you for breakfast.’ He ran a hand over his unshaven chin. ‘Would it be too much trouble to ask for some warm water?’

‘I’ll bring some when I come back to fetch the tray,’ Netty said. ‘Miss Adelaide’s sorting the mail, but I’ll send Danny out with something for you to read.’

He must have dozed, waking in a sweat, the heat in the small room stifling. He pulled himself up with difficulty and poured a cup of water. Someone had left several broadsheets on the table beside the jug. Leaning back against the planks of the wall, he opened one of the broadsheets, The Argus, a Melbourne newspaper that predated his leaving that fair city.

He set it aside and picked up the second paper, a smaller edition that bore the banner of the Maiden’s Creek Chronicle. The news section was headlined with DARING RESCUE OF POSTMISTRESS’S SON and went on to recount the events of the previous day, concluding with ‘Mr Hunt is reported to be resting comfortably and is expected to make a full recovery.’

‘You must be that Yankee feller everyone’s talking about.’

Caleb stifled an exclamation. He’d not been aware of the door opening but a short, solid man with a thick, greying beard leaned against the wall near the door. ‘Who are you?’

The man rubbed his hand on his trousers and approached the bed. ‘Folks call me Mick.’

Caleb took the offered hand. ‘Then I owe you an apology, friend,’ he said. ‘I’m occupying your bed.’

Mick shook his head. ‘Missus lets me bunk ’ere on occasion, but truth is I don’t much like walls,’ he said. ‘I prefer to be out there.’ He gestured at the world beyond the slab walls of the hut.

‘What do you do?’

‘Missus pays me to deliver the mail up the track,’ he said. Counting off on his fingers he recited, ‘There’s the Red and Blue Sailor Mines, the Evening Star, Pretty Sally and on up to Aberfeldy. I ’ear you’ve an interest in Pretty Sally?’

‘How’d you hear that?’

Mick shrugged. ‘Word gets around. ’Annigan’s claim?’

When Caleb didn’t reply, Mick gave a snort of laughter. ‘Word is that claim’s not worth the paper it’s printed on.’

‘The word in this town is gospel?’ Caleb snapped.

Mick’s bright eyes twinkled. ‘You’ll find out, Yankee.’

‘If you and I are going to get along, Mick, I’d kindly ask you not call me that,’ Caleb said through gritted teeth.

Mick regarded him. ‘Fair ’nuff,’ he said. ‘Can I fetch you anything? ’ot as ’ades in here.’

‘Do you know where I can get my hands on crutches? If I stay here all day, I am going to either melt or lose my mind with boredom.’

Mick nodded. ‘Give me ’alf an ’our.’

True to his word, the man returned with a stout stick. He hefted it in his hand. ‘Nice piece of mountain ash,’ he said. ‘Should see you right.’

Caleb grasped the stick and hauled himself to his feet. Crutches would have been better but he appreciated the thought. ‘It’ll do fine. Thanks for your help, Mick.’

Mick tipped his fingers to his hat. ‘I better be making tracks or the missus will cut off me contract. See you round.’

Caleb sank back onto the cot and considered the vexed task of getting dressed. He didn’t much care whether Netty Redley put him to work peeling vegetables, but he was not lying around like an invalid.


Six

‘Afternoon, missus.’

Adelaide, deeply absorbed in sorting the mail, started, her hand going to her chest. ‘Mick! You gave me a fright. How did you get in?’

The shaggy bushman regarded her with his dark, deeply set eyes. ‘Door was open.’

Adelaide glanced at the post office door. It may have been unlocked but it had a bell set above to announce arriving customers. Mick had a habit of slipping past the bell.

‘I ’eard the mail was in. Got anything for me?’

‘Not yet. If you go to the kitchen, Netty will give you a cup of tea.’ She lifted the countertop to let him pass through. ‘Mick, I’m sorry, but there’s someone in your shed.’

Mick shrugged. ‘I ’eard you was lookin’ after the Yankee fellow. Seems like a decent sort.’

‘You’ve met him?’

‘Thought I should say g’day.’

‘Go and keep Netty company,’ Adelaide said, shooing him through the door as the bell rang.

She turned to face Mrs Russell, wife of the manager of the Bank of Australasia, and Mrs Jervis, wife of the manager of the Bank of Victoria. Their husbands may have been rivals in business, but these two ladies had formed an alliance and appointed themselves the moral arbiters of proper social conduct in Maiden’s Creek. This distinction existed entirely in their own minds, but they still had the ability to make life very unpleasant for any woman they felt fell outside what they deemed socially acceptable. Adelaide had the impression that they did not know where she fitted. On one hand, she was clearly a lady by birth and breeding, but on the other hand, she worked for a living in a job that should rightly have been filled by a man.

‘Good afternoon, ladies,’ Adelaide replied. ‘I have mail for you both.’ She passed several letters and small packages across the counter.

Mrs Russell turned the packets over with an irritating slowness. ‘How is Mr Hunt?’ she enquired, her casual tone belied by her bright eyes.

‘Much improved, thank you. Mercifully his leg is just cut and bruised. Nothing broken.’

Mrs Russell’s hand went to one of her many chins. ‘Such an awful thing to happen. Young Daniel was fortunate that Mr Hunt was on hand to save him.’

The bell above the door jangled again and two young women entered. On seeing the respectable matrons, Sissy and Jess, the youngest of Lil’s girls, froze.

The two older women turned as one, disapproval written in the set of their tightly corseted backs.

‘You are not welcome in places of respectable business,’ Mrs Russell said.

Sissy straightened, then thrust a hip in the direction of the outraged matron. ‘We’ve every right to be here.’ She brandished an envelope. ‘Jess has a letter to send and Mrs Greaves has promised to help her with her words.’

Mrs Russell rounded on Adelaide. ‘It has come to our attention …’

‘That you have been consorting with …’ Mrs Jervis continued but, seeming lost for words, turned to her friend.

Mrs Russell waved a gloved hand at Jess and Sissy. ‘… these unfortunate women from Mrs White’s hostelry.’

Adelaide had been expecting this. ‘They have every right to enter this post office, and who I choose to consort with is none of your business.’

Mrs Russell plumped herself up like one of Adelaide’s chickens. ‘As a respectable Christian woman, Mrs Greaves, it appals us that you should allow your son to be in the company of these hoydens. There is no place for fallen women in our respectable society.’

‘On the contrary, the good Lord himself made a point of consorting with men and women from all walks of society,’ Adelaide said.

Mrs Russell drew herself up to her full height, preparing to deliver a sermon.

‘Excuse me, ladies.’ As if he had been summoned by the good Lord himself, the neat, cassock-clad figure of the Reverend Johnson, vicar of St Thomas on the Hill, as the Church of England had been named, loomed up behind the two girls in the doorway. He doffed his hat to the room in general.

Mrs Russell sniffed and gathered up her packages. ‘Reverend, your timing is excellent. We were just expressing our views to Mrs Greaves that women of this kind—’ she waved at Sissy and Jess again, ‘—are not welcome in Maiden’s Creek. As chair of the Temperance Society, I exhort you to rid the town of … of such evil temptations.’

The vicar blinked behind his glasses. ‘And how precisely do you propose I do that, Mrs Russell?’

‘Drive them from the town!’ The colour in Mrs Jervis’s face had risen considerably and Adelaide wondered if the poor woman was about to have an attack of apoplexy.

‘My dear ladies, pitchforks and firebrands seem somewhat extreme. Personally, I believe in live and let live.’ The soft American drawl came from the doorway behind Adelaide.

She turned. Caleb Hunt leaned against the door jamb. He carried a stout staff and had somehow managed to shave and dress himself, donning an outrageously bright satin, diamond-pieced waistcoat. Dark brown hair, badly in need of a trim, curled around his lean face.

Leaving the Reverend Johnson and the two girls standing dumbfounded in the middle of the room, the matrons directed all their attention on Mr Hunt as he limped into the office space. Adelaide lifted the counter to let him through, and he took Mrs Russell by the hand, bowing over it.

‘Why, Mrs Russell, you look mighty fine this afternoon. I hope you have recovered from the rigours of your journey?’

‘What are you doing—’ Adelaide began but Mrs Russell cut across her, her hand fluttering to the high neckline of her dress.

‘Oh, Mr Hunt, yes, quite recovered. How good to see you have not been badly injured in yesterday’s mishap. Mildred, this is Mr Hunt, the charming American. Mr Hunt, my friend, Mrs Jervis.’

‘Ladies, if you have your mail, I have work to do and Mr Hunt needs to rest,’ Adelaide snapped.

As if to prove the truth of her words, Mr Hunt sank on to the bench.

The two women left with promises to Mr Hunt of dinner parties and afternoon tea, when he felt up to some genteel company.

‘Mr Hunt.’ The Reverend Johnson approached him, holding out his hand. ‘Let me shake your hand, sir. By all accounts you were lucky not to be more seriously injured. Allow me to introduce myself: Reverend Charles Johnson. I am the minister of the Church of England and you are most welcome to attend our Sunday worship. Of course, if that is not your preference …’

Mr Hunt reached up and shook Johnson’s hand. ‘Forgive me not rising. No offence, Reverend, but I have no preference. The good Lord and I parted ways many years ago.’

Johnson frowned. ‘I’m very sorry to hear that, perhaps we can talk …?’ Caleb’s narrowed lips answered that question and the clergyman turned back to Adelaide. ‘Now I have quite forgotten why I came in. Oh yes, a penny stamp, please, Mrs Greaves.’ He smiled at Adelaide. ‘Mrs Greaves is a stalwart of my congregation. She plays the organ every Sunday.’

Caleb Hunt quirked an eyebrow. ‘Does she indeed? Well, that is a fine thing, Mrs Greaves. And these lovely young ladies?’

Sissy started as if she had not expected to be addressed. She straightened, her chin jutting. ‘I’m Sissy and this is Jess,’ she said, adding, with a quick glance at the Reverend Johnson, ‘we’re dancers at Lil’s Place. We’ll come back later, Mrs Greaves. When you’re less busy.’ As she passed the Reverend, she stopped and looked the man in the eye. ‘Thank you for sticking up for us, Mr Johnson.’

The vicar doffed his hat and held the door open, following them out into the street.

Adelaide turned to her guest. ‘What are you doing out of bed?’

He held up his left hand. ‘I’m a bad patient, Mrs Greaves, but with respect, it was getting mighty warm out there.’

‘I didn’t think …’ Adelaide began. With the temperature outside climbing steadily to the century, she should have realised that the shed would become too hot for comfort.

She lifted the counter again and he followed her into the parlour, wincing at every step. Adelaide indicated the day bed she had purchased from the proprietor of The Empress hotel only a few months earlier. ‘You may find it a bit hard,’ she said, ‘but it will be cooler in here than the shed.’

Mr Hunt settled on the overstuffed piece of furniture, grimacing as he positioned his leg.

The parlour served as both drawing and dining room, with a round table covered in a velvet cloth and four matching chairs. Two well-used armchairs faced the empty fireplace. Adelaide and Netty sat there in the evening, talking about the day’s events, reading or doing the mending.

Caleb Hunt gestured at the bookshelf beside the mantelpiece. ‘Could I trouble you to lend me one of your books?’

Adelaide considered the titles. ‘I don’t know if my reading is to your taste,’ she said. ‘Dickens?’

‘It’s been a long while since I read anything other than a news sheet,’ he said. ‘Dickens is fine.’

She handed him Great Expectations and settled the cushions behind his back. As she turned to return to the shop, he caught her wrist.

‘I heard what those two delightful ladies had to say,’ he said. ‘I commend you for standing up to them.’

‘Thank you. As you may have gathered, not everyone in this town shares that sentiment. They are good girls really and they could do a lot worse than Lil White’s establishment.’

She glanced down at her wrist, still circled by his long, fine-boned fingers. It was not the hand of a miner or a soldier, come to that.

Mumbling an excuse about returning to her duties, Adelaide extricated her hand and hurried back into the post office, rubbing her wrist. He hadn’t hurt her but the place where he had touched her burned like fire.


Seven

19 December 1871

‘Penrose!’ Caleb looked up from The Goldfields and Mineral Districts of Victoria with a wave of genuine pleasure at seeing the Cornish engineer.

‘Doing some study?’

‘Young Dan picked this up from the library at the Mechanics’ Institute,’ Caleb shut the book and studied the cover. ‘I’m afraid it mostly has the effect of putting me to sleep.’

‘If you’ve only ever done alluvial prospecting,’ Penrose said, ‘you are going to find hard-rock mining difficult work. You need to understand the lie of the reef, and that’s only after you’ve found it.’

Caleb laid the book on the table beside him. ‘I haven’t even seen the claim and Bowen says it will be another week before I can walk properly, let alone ride a horse.’

Penrose looked around the neat parlour. ‘Mrs Greaves looking after you?’ he asked.

Caleb lowered his voice. ‘I am being overwhelmed with feminine attention. You’ve no idea how good it is to see you. The Russell and Jervis women have been daily visitors and I swear Netty Redley is force-feeding me.’

The only female who seemed to treat him with indifference was his hostess, Adelaide Greaves. She remained polite and efficient but once satisfied he wanted for nothing, she seemed to have nothing further to say to him.

‘I had to go down to Port Albert,’ Penrose said, drawing up a chair. ‘Problem with unloading the new stamper. You told me that your man, Hannigan, was coming by ship. Which ship?’

‘The Ella,’ Caleb said. ‘Has it docked in Port Albert yet?’

‘Yes,’ Penrose said slowly. ‘Knowing you are still laid up, I thought I would make enquiries while I was at the Port. My foreman was aboard the Ella from Melbourne with the stamper. He says Hannigan left the ship in Geelong, with all his cargo. He’d been talking about trying his luck on the western goldfields, and when the ship had to pull in to Geelong for repairs, Hannigan left.’

‘What?’ Caleb half-rose in fury, before subsiding with a curse. ‘What?’ he repeated, furiously rubbing his injury.

‘How much did you have invested in the equipment?’

‘Pretty much everything,’ Caleb said, and added, through gritted teeth, ‘I should have shot the bastard when I had the chance.’

‘Who do you plan to shoot?’

Both men looked around at the sound of Mrs Greaves’s voice. Penrose jumped to his feet.

‘That bloody Irishman, Hannigan,’ Caleb said.

‘Don’t swear,’ Mrs Greaves admonished. ‘What’s he done?’

‘Double-crossed me, ma’am.’

‘Well, more fool you for trusting him,’ she said. ‘How are you, Mr Penrose?’

‘I just called in with the bad news for my friend, Hunt,’ Penrose said. ‘If you’ll excuse me, I have to get up to the mine. Sorry to be the bearer of bad tidings.’ He paused at the door and glanced back. ‘I’m curious to see this claim of yours, Hunt. Would you mind if I came with you when you’re up to the ride to Pretty Sally?’

Caleb, sunk in murderous thoughts of Hannigan, took a moment to reply. ‘I’d be pleased if you did, Penrose. I’d value your advice, for what it’s worth, given I no longer have the equipment to do anything with it, or the money to replace it.’

Penrose shrugged. ‘Let’s see what it has to offer first.’

As the door closed behind him, Mrs Greaves sat down at the table and picked up a stocking from the basket of mending.

‘Where are the western goldfields?’ Caleb asked.

Mrs Greaves considered his question. ‘Anywhere west of Melbourne,’ she said. ‘Ballarat is the big one. One of the first places they found gold, I believe. Why do you ask?’

‘I entrusted a man called Hannigan with the equipment I needed for my mine. Apparently he’s absconded with it.’

‘Ah. If you’re going after Hannigan, you’ll have a hard job finding him.’

‘Not sure I have much choice,’ Caleb said.

She set her darning down and looked at him. ‘You wouldn’t really kill him, would you?’

Caleb did not feel in the mood to make any such undertakings. If Hannigan had walked through the door that second, he would gladly have drawn his Colt—if it hadn’t been secured in his chest. ‘I don’t care about Hannigan. I just want my equipment back,’ he said.

‘Then report it to the police. It’s theft.’

‘Are you always this sensible?’

‘I’ll send Danny for Sergeant Maidment. You can make a police report,’ she said.

‘For what it’s worth,’ Caleb said with a sigh.

She cocked her head and considered him for a long moment. ‘Actually, Maidment is a good police officer,’ she said. ‘Takes his job seriously. I think you’ll like him.’

She rose and picked up the book from the table beside Caleb.

‘Are you sure you want to turn your hand to this, Mr Hunt? It’s hard and mostly unrewarding.’

‘Not much else I can do, Mrs Greaves. As you might say, the good Lord in his wisdom has set my foot on this path.’

She set the book back on the table. ‘You told Reverend Johnson that you and God had parted ways.’

‘That we have, but he is a useful scapegoat when needed.’

Her lips curved into a smile, and her brown eyes sparkled. It occurred to him for the first time in their acquaintance that, in different clothes and a softer hairstyle, Adelaide Greaves would be quite a beauty. Whoever her seafaring husband had been, surely ten years was long enough to mourn him?

But Caleb knew from long experience that it didn’t do to offend God-fearing folk such as Adelaide Greaves and he’d said enough. He carefully swung his feet to the floor and reached for his stick. ‘I’ve been meaning to talk with you, Mrs Greaves. I feel I have imposed on you long enough. As I’m now relatively ambulatory, it is time I found some alternative accommodation.’

Mrs Greaves placed her hands on her hips. ‘Nonsense. You’re not an imposition. Besides, do you have the money to pay for a hotel? It is only days to Christmas and the town is full of homesick miners.’ She raised a hand as he opened his mouth to object. ‘I’ll hear no more about it. Now, let me send for Maidment, and if you want to go chasing after Hannigan, it can wait until the new year when you are fit and well, and not before.’

‘In that case, at least allow me to pay for board and lodging. It can’t be easy for you, supporting a child by yourself.’

A slight colour darkened her high cheek bones, and for a moment he thought she would refuse, but she gave a curt nod of her head. ‘Thank you, Mr Hunt. I would be obliged. Can you afford six shillings a week?’

Caleb smiled. ‘Hannigan’s defection has not left me completely out of pocket, Mrs Greaves. Six shillings it is.’

From the post office came the tinkle of the bell. Adelaide Greaves gave him a quick, sharp inclination of the head and turned back to her responsibilities.

As the door to the post office closed with a decisive thump, Caleb lay back against the cushions and amused himself with thinking about the hundred different ways he would deal with Hannigan if their paths ever crossed again.


Eight

24 December 1871

Adelaide stood on the back step regarding her small flock of domestic fowl. The two roosters strutted among the hens, cockscombs up and chests proud, ignorant of the fate that awaited one of them: Christmas dinner. She generally left the distasteful task to Netty but Netty was fully occupied with baking.

‘Come on, my fine feathered friend,’ she said to Cholmondeley, the largest of the two roosters, who reminded her of her father’s butler, a pompous man with fading red hair. She knew it was always a mistake to give animals a name.

Cholmondeley strutted across to her outstretched hand. In the kitchen, Netty dropped a pan. The metallic crash startled the bird and he retreated to his hens, flapping his wings and protesting.

Adelaide straightened and considered her next move, hands on her hips. Her gaze met Mr Hunt’s, who sat on the bench outside Mick’s shed, whittling, and they both turned to look at the indignant Cholmondeley, who watched her suspiciously with one beady eye.

‘Can I assist you with something?’ Mr Hunt asked.

‘I am trying to catch that rooster while Danny is out. The wretched bird is to be our Christmas dinner but I’m not very fond of dispatching animals, and Danny views them all as personal friends.’

Mr Hunt regarded the rooster. ‘And very tasty he looks too. I tell you what, Mrs Greaves, if you can catch him, I’ll deal with him,’ he said.

Relief flooded her. ‘Thank you. I’ll set some water to heat while you do what needs to be done,’ she said.

Amid furious clucking from the hens, she cornered the rooster and saying a silent apology to the bird, she delivered him to the hands of his executioner. There was one short, sharp squawk as she turned her back, and when she returned, Mr Hunt stood washing his hands in the old pan she kept by the back door. The late king of the coop lay on the stump, limp and headless, while his harem hid under the nearest bush.

‘Thank you,’ she said.

‘It seems a small repayment for your hospitality, Mrs Greaves. I’d not have taken you for having such a tender heart.’ He sat down on the back step with his leg stretched out and rubbed his thigh with a grimace.

Adelaide sat beside him. ‘I was not born to face the realities of the food on my table, Mr Hunt.’

‘Unlike me,’ he said.

‘You?’

‘A farm boy, born and raised.’ He clenched and unclenched his fingers, rubbing the back of each hand as if they were still stained with the fowl’s blood. It seemed an odd gesture from a man inured to bloodshed by war.

As if aware of her scrutiny, he stilled his hands and studied her for a long moment. ‘No customers today?’ he asked.

‘I closed the post office at lunch.’

‘How did you come to be the Maiden’s Creek postmistress?’

‘Luck. When I arrived in Melbourne, I knew I had to find work and I took a position in the General Post Office in Melbourne. They were looking for people to learn the telegraph and I volunteered.’ She paused. ‘When they advertised the position in Maiden’s Creek, I put in my application.’

‘But you’re a woman?’

‘How observant, and you are right, they did not want a woman for the role, but I was by far the best candidate so they had no choice but to offer it to me. Very few people are trained in the telegraph and fewer still are willing to take a role in a town such as this. My turn to ask you a question. Did you leave the farm because of the war?’

‘No. I won a scholarship to university and I made good my escape long before the war of northern aggression.’

Adelaide had never heard it referred to as that and as if to answer her unspoken thoughts, he added, ‘I am being ironic. The South brought the war upon itself.’

‘Do you miss the farm?’ she asked.

Mr Hunt leaned forward and scratched his chin. ‘I do. There is something honest in that connection with the land. It is about creation, not this …’ He waved a hand at the blighted landscape about them, stripped of trees to feed the hungry boilers. ‘This is destruction. This is the rape of the earth.’

‘And yet you want to be part of it?’

‘I am tired of a hand-to-mouth existence. If there is the remotest possibility of making enough from this claim of mine, then I would like to find a farm and settle to the land again. I think my father would approve.’ He ran a hand through his hair. ‘I have lost track of the days. How can it be Christmas already?’ He looked up at the sun, high and bright above the tops of the hills. ‘In Virginia, it would be snowing. Do you ever get used to the seasons being back to front?’

‘I miss England at Christmas time. I miss the cold walk to church, the yule log on the fire. Although we didn’t always get snow at Christmas,’ Adelaide said. ‘Too near the sea.’

‘Where was home in England?’

‘Home?’ Adelaide could not disguise her bitterness. ‘I lived near Liverpool in the north of England. A grand mausoleum, a tribute to my father. I never think of it as home.’

His grey eyes were fixed unwaveringly on her face and she found her own sliding away. It was pleasant sitting in the shade in the easy company of this man. She had no wish to hurry back to a hot kitchen and a bad-tempered Netty, but they had much to do.

‘I have to go.’ She rose and straightened her apron. ‘I will retrieve poor Cholmondeley and see to his plucking.’ She paused, conscious that one formality had been left unconcluded. She felt a twinge of guilt that up until now, at his suggestion, Mr Hunt had taken his meals in the kitchen, leaving the family to dine in private. ‘I would be pleased if you would join us for our Christmas dinner.’

He smiled with what looked like genuine pleasure. ‘Thank you, Mrs Greaves. I would be honoured. It has been a long, long time since I partook of a proper Christmas feast.’ He waved a hand at his accommodation. ‘The good Lord and I, resident in a stable.’

‘Now you are being blasphemous.’

‘Not at all. I am just pleased for a roof over my head and an invitation for dinner.’ Mr Hunt waved a hand at the dead bird. ‘If you want me to deal with—what did you call him? Chumley?—bring me the hot water and I’ll do the deed.’

‘Would you? Netty will be extremely grateful.’

‘Call it my contribution to the Christmas feast, Miss Adelaide,’ he said.

Miss Adelaide? Her heart lurched. She hadn’t been addressed as ‘Miss’ since she had walked out of her father’s house.

‘Have I said something wrong?’

‘I am not a “miss”.’

Mr Hunt frowned. ‘I apologise. It is a term of respect for ladies in the South. My mother was always called Miss Margaret.’

‘Oh, then if you wish to call me Miss Adelaide, please do so.’

‘I’d consider it an honour if you would call me Caleb.’

Adelaide hesitated. ‘Adelaide,’ she said, adding, ‘but only between us, not in company or in front of Danny.’

His mouth twitched. ‘You are a lady, Adelaide. You have my word as a gentleman, I would not presume on our friendship.’

Adelaide glanced at him and he smiled. She had few friends and, after having this man under her roof for so many days, she would like to call him friend. If only she could trust herself.
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I heard the bells on Christmas Day

Their old, familiar carols play …

Caleb lay on the cot in Mick’s shed, staring at the chinks of light that worked their way through the roof of Adelaide’s ‘guest room’. The words of Longfellow’s poem turned over in his mind and the desolation and despair of the war years washed over him.

Thumpa, thump, thumpa, thump …

Beyond the walls the steady cadence of the mine battery echoed the beat of his heart.

He longed for the peace and quiet of the snowy Virginia countryside, the sound of familiar accents and the feel of cold, clear winter air on his face. Not this hard land with its raucous birds and harsh voices.

As if hearing his thoughts, an unseen bird burst into mocking laughter. Its boisterous jollity was joined by another and another until it seemed to Caleb as if the whole world laughed at him. He had lived on his wits and good fortune for so long but was it all going to end here in a mad venture?

The birds’ chatter died away and the bell of the Catholic church began to toll, calling the faithful to evening Mass.

And in despair I bowed my head;

‘There is no peace on earth,’ I said;

‘For hate is strong

and mocks the song

Of peace on earth, goodwill to men.’

In his heart he knew that what he yearned for belonged to a time long past, before a world that war had blighted forever, but the pain in his chest felt real enough and he allowed himself the luxury of wallowing in self-pity and something else—good old-fashioned homesickness.

A timid knock at the door made him start and his heart raced again. ‘Who is it?’ he snapped.

‘Me.’

Danny. Caleb ground his teeth. Much as he liked the boy, he wanted to be alone with his ghosts and demons. ‘Come in,’ he said.

Danny entered the room and stood in the doorway.

‘What can I do for you, Danny?’

The boy shuffled his feet. ‘I was wondering if you could come up to the house and help me make some paper chains? Mama and Netty are too busy.’

‘Paper chains?’ Caleb pulled himself up on the cot and regarded the boy with genuine puzzlement.

‘I have some special coloured paper.’

Once again Caleb was reminded of family Christmases before the war. On Christmas Eve, he and his siblings would decorate a small fir tree cut from a nearby wood with little candles and paper chains. Their Quaker father may have disapproved of the pagan nonsense but he never stopped them. Nathan Hunt had valued his family’s happiness above everything else.

There were no fir trees in Maiden’s Creek, and his brother and sister and parents were all dead. The knife twisted in Caleb’s heart and he wanted to roll over and continue to wallow in his loneliness, but the eagerness in the boy’s expression pricked his conscience. He hauled himself off the bed. Better to keep busy. It kept the dark thoughts at bay.

Danny had laid out strips of bright paper, glue and scissors on the parlour table. A scrubby branch of a eucalypt had been planted in dirt in a bucket beside the fireplace. Three small presents neatly wrapped in brown paper and string had already been placed beneath it.

Caleb hefted himself into a chair at the table, propping his injured leg on one of the spare chairs and considered the packages. It occurred to him that it would be politic to produce presents for the residents of the Maiden’s Creek Post Office.

‘Danny, is there a store in Maiden’s Creek?’

‘You mean Mackie’s General Store?’

‘I need to buy presents for your mother and Netty. Can you show me where it is?’

Danny frowned. ‘It’s a way up the street. Can you walk?’

‘Of course,’ Caleb replied with more confidence than he felt. ‘The exercise will do me good.’

The exercise nearly killed him. He arrived at Mackie’s General Store pale and sweating from the exertion. The thin Scotsman hurried forward with a chair and offers of water, probably concerned that his customer might die on the floor of his shop. As Caleb caught his breath, he looked around the well-stocked and immaculately kept store. Shovels and gold pans jostled for room with wash tubs and bolts of brightly coloured calico. Mackie seemed to stock everything anyone in town could want.

While Danny poked around the corner of the store that stocked toys, Caleb purchased a pretty lace-edged cambric handkerchief for Adelaide and some blue ribbons for Netty. He considered the back of Danny’s fair head, bent over a box of toy soldiers. Such a toy was beyond Caleb’s purse. What would a nine-year-old boy want?

He smiled. He knew just the thing. His father had given him one at the same age and it still served him so well today.


Nine

Christmas Day, 1871

The tiny wooden church of St Thomas on the Hill had plain-glass windows, the most basic benches and no pulpit, but Adelaide loved it for its very simplicity. She thought of the ornate church in Liverpool she’d attended, heavily endowed by her father’s wealth. Its magnificent organ raised music to the rafters. St Thomas had only a simple harmonium, and every Sunday, it was Adelaide’s responsibility to play while behind her the congregation growled the words of the hymns, familiar since their childhoods back in England.

The Reverend Johnson waited for his flock at the door to the church in his black robe and white surplice, a black stole flapping in the hot wind from the north. Despite the heaviness of his robes, he still managed a smile as Adelaide approached him.

‘A warm climb, Mrs Greaves,’ he said, holding out a clammy hand to her. ‘Happy Christmas to you and Miss Redley and Master Daniel.’

‘You are joining us for dinner today, Reverend?’ Adelaide asked.

Johnson smiled. ‘I have been beset with invitations, Mrs Greaves, but it will be my pleasure to accept yours.’

The Reverend Johnson had been in Maiden’s Creek since Easter, installed by Bishop Perry himself. In his early thirties and unmarried, he had quickly become the object of gossip among the matrons of Maiden’s Creek, who were inclined to link him to any eligible young woman in the congregation, the respectable widow Adelaide Greaves among them.

The small, well-polished harmonium stood in a corner of the sanctuary. Adelaide unlocked it with a key from her reticule, removed her gloves and ran her fingers over the ivory keys.

‘You always look like a drowning man seeing dry land when you open the harmonium.’ Reverend Johnson’s voice made her start and she turned on the stool to look up at him.

‘I miss my piano,’ she said.

‘You know you are always welcome to play the harmonium any time you wish,’ Johnson said with a smile. He had a round, boyish face with a smattering of freckles across his nose and an uncanny knack for making her feel like she was the only person in the world he wanted to talk to at that very moment.

‘Thank you.’ She felt the heat rising to her cheeks. ‘It’s not quite the same as a piano though.’

He glanced at the keyboard with its limited octaves and nodded gravely. ‘I suppose not.’ He straightened and turned to face his congregation. The little church was packed with miners, spruced up for the day in their best clothes. Some had families with them, thin, work-worn wives and children in faded and darned clothes and cracked shoes. Their little smocks might be faded and darned, but they were clean. Across the valley at St Mary’s Catholic Church, Father O’Hanlon would be exhorting his flock to live a Godly life, as would the Reverend Macdonald in the Presbyterian Church, and Pastor Nichols with his Noncomformists, who met in the Mechanics’ Institute.

Adelaide opened her 1861 copy of Hymns Ancient and Modern, found the first hymn, and set her feet to pumping the harmonium. The congregation shuffled to its feet and began belting out the familiar and comforting words of ‘Hark the Herald Angels Sing’ with enthusiasm.

The Reverend Johnson concluded the service by wishing his congregation a joyous Christmas Day and the flock filed out of the church, dutifully shaking Johnson’s hand and chatting among themselves.

Adelaide pumped out the closing bars of ‘O Come All Ye Faithful’ then rose from the stool and began to pack away her music.

The Reverend, freed from the last departing parishioner, joined her. ‘Thank you, Mrs Greaves. The music was delightful today. There is something special about Christmas music.’

‘I was thinking the same thing, Reverend,’ Adelaide said. She glanced at the door of the church. Netty would have taken Danny and gone home as soon as the service ended to start on the lunch. Tucking her music folio under her arm, she walked out into the bright sunshine with the Reverend, who paused to lock the church behind him.

He turned to face the valley and made a gesture that encompassed the length and breadth of Maiden’s Creek. ‘A good congregation today. Indeed, they dutifully attend church on Sundays, Mrs Greaves, but the rest of the week God is not on their minds.’ He sighed. ‘May I walk with you?’

They strolled in companionable silence, the smell of roasting fowl reaching them as they turned down the path to the front door of the post office residence. The parlour was deserted but the sound of voices came from the kitchen at the far end of the hallway. Removing her hat, Adelaide left the Reverend in the parlour and hurried down to the kitchen to fetch water and see how lunch was proceeding.

Caleb Hunt sat at the kitchen table in his shirt sleeves with his leg propped on a stool. He and Danny were peeling and chopping vegetables while a perspiring Netty, her sleeves rolled above her elbows, laboured over the boiled Christmas pudding.

Their rowdy banter stopped as Adelaide stepped into the room and, with a pang, she realised that this was often the effect she had on people.

‘Everyone looks so industrious! Is there anything for me to do?’

Caleb smiled at her. ‘Felicitations of the season to you, Mrs Greaves.’

Adelaide felt her reserve soften under the force of his crooked smile. He had made an obvious effort with his appearance, wearing a clean but crumpled shirt and necktie under a scarlet and gold–patterned, double-breasted silk waistcoat. The fabric suited his dark colouring.

Netty put her hands on her hips and surveyed the crowd in her kitchen. ‘Out, all of you,’ she said. ‘Let me finish in peace. I’ll tell you when dinner is ready.’

Caleb rose awkwardly, pulling a dark woollen jacket from the back of his chair.

‘It’s too hot to wear that,’ Adelaide said.

‘I don’t wish to come to your table improperly dressed.’

‘One thing ten years in this colony has taught me,’ Adelaide said, ‘is that the rules we lived under back home do not apply.’

There was no sign of the staff he had been using as he limped slowly across to her. He put out his hand to support himself on the door jamb and his lips tightened for a moment. She was conscious of his proximity and a heady scent of sandalwood.

He smiled down at her. ‘After you, Mrs Greaves. Vanity has made me ditch the stick, but I’m afraid I need the wall.’

She stepped backwards, straightened and returned to the parlour, where the Reverend Johnson stood looking at her small collection of books. He replaced the book he had been perusing and faced them.

‘I didn’t see you in church this morning,’ Johnson said to Caleb.

Something flickered in Caleb Hunt’s eyes. ‘No, sir. Whatever my inclination, St Thomas on the Hill says it all. I can barely stagger between here and the bottom of the garden.’

The vicar held up a placatory hand. ‘Of course not. How foolish of me, I forgot. It is God’s blessing you were not more badly hurt, Mr Hunt.’

‘I’m sure he takes the credit,’ Caleb said, half under his breath.

Adelaide cast him a quick warning glance, but Caleb gave her a wide-eyed smile.

She frowned and shook her head at the infuriating American. She could not find the measure of this Godless man.

A knock at the door broke the strained atmosphere and Amos Burrell entered the room, running his hat between his hands. He had made an effort to tidy himself but he still brought with him the odour of horses.

‘Sorry I’m late,’ he said. ‘’ad to settle Mac. ‘e’s not been the same since …’ He jerked his head at Caleb. ‘’ow’s the leg?’

‘Mending,’ Caleb said.

‘Sherry?’ Adelaide changed the subject. ‘Would anyone care to join me, while we wait for Netty?’
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Caleb leaned back in his chair, which creaked ominously under his weight, and surveyed his empty plate. Since Netty Redley had started feeding him, he had let out his belt a couple of notches. He would marry Netty just for her cooking.

‘Might I say, Miss Netty, that was the best meal I have eaten in a long time.’

A fetching colour rose in Netty’s cheeks and she smiled. ‘Thank you, Mr Hunt.’

‘Indeed,’ agreed Reverend Johnson. ‘An excellent repast. Tell me, Mr Hunt, what would you eat at Christmas in America?’

Caleb shrugged. ‘Much the same, although I must confess, plum pudding eaten on a cold, snowy day does sit a little easier.’

Johnson wiped his forehead. ‘If I am to follow my calling, I will have to get used to warmer Christmases than this.’

‘Maiden’s Creek is not your calling, Reverend?’ Adelaide asked.

‘A step on the path, Mrs Greaves.’ His face tightened with sudden fervour. ‘It is my long-held ambition to go the dark centre of this continent and bring the word of God to the heathens. We also need to bring medicine. Sadly, they seem to fall prey to our Western diseases too easily—smallpox, measles, diptheria.’ The man’s fingers grazed his own face, drawing attention to the faint scars that told the story of a childhood brush with death.

Caleb narrowed his eyes. It had been just such diseases that had overwhelmed the Indian tribes of the Shenandoah and, in his short time in Melbourne, he had seen the Aborigines, as the natives of this country were called, living in appalling conditions. Smallpox could be survived but to bring it into a country like this and expose an innocent native population to its ravages was reckless and devastating. It struck him then that the word of the Christian God had done precious little for the plight of those poor people, thrown off their traditional lands and forced into lives of destitution and alcoholism.

‘And how do you intend to do that?’ he asked with icy politeness.

‘I will establish a mission, teach them reading and writing and basic skills that will equip them to lives as servants.’

‘Why?’

Johnson stared at Caleb. ‘Because they must be civilised.’

‘I’m sorry, Reverend, do I understand that you are a proponent of the argument that those with skin of different colours to our own are in some way inferior to us?’ Caleb had difficulty keeping his tone neutral.

At the end of the table, Adelaide straightened and Caleb noticed her tightened lips and furious eyes.

‘Most people believe they are.’ Johnson seemed genuinely perplexed. ‘You are a Southerner, Mr Hunt. As a slave owner, surely you would have firsthand observations—’

‘My family did not own slaves,’ Caleb said with such force that everyone at the table visibly started. ‘In fact, my father was an abolitionist.’

‘But you fought for the South?’ Johnson mopped his forehead with a handkerchief.

‘Not all who fought for the South did so over slavery. I had my own reasons for taking up arms against the North—’ Caleb broke off, aware that the gazes of everyone at the table were fixed on him with expressions of surprise, horror and embarrassment. He adjusted the knife and fork on his plate and cleared his throat. ‘My humble apologies. I should not have brought such dark talk to this festive table.’

‘Indeed.’ Johnson pushed back his chair, while making a show of checking his pocket watch. ‘I am expected at the Russells’ to take tea. Please excuse me, Mrs Greaves, and thank you for a wonderful meal.’

Adelaide saw the Reverend Johnson to the door. Netty and Amos began to clear the table with Danny’s help and retired to the kitchen, leaving Caleb alone.

When Adelaide returned, she swept the cloth from the table, shaking it in Caleb’s direction with rather more force than the dispersal of crumbs required.

‘That was unforgiveable of me, I am sorry, Adelaide,’ Caleb mumbled, catching the end of the cloth and helping her fold it.

When she didn’t respond, deep regret settled on him. Christmas seemed to have brought out the worst in him.

‘It’s not you. The conversation showed me a side of Reverend Johnson I’d not seen before,’ Adelaide said at last.

Caleb handed her the folded cloth and sat, rubbing his leg. ‘When I was a boy, I had a friend on the neighbouring property. His name was William and we’d roam the woods and fields doing what boys do. He was smart but he had no learning, so I would teach him the things I learned in school. Then he started teaching me. He’d help me with my mathematics and he was much smarter than I could ever hope to be. Then one day, he didn’t turn up at our usual meeting place and when I asked my father, he told me William and his family had been sold to a plantation in Alabama. Sold. I had no concept that William was a slave or that he was in any way different from me. He was my friend. I never saw him again. If William had been white with all the simple privileges I enjoyed, like an education, he could have done great things. Instead, if he lived, he ended up in a field, picking cotton.’

‘But there’s no slavery now. He’d be a free man,’ Adelaide said.

Caleb shrugged. ‘I pray to God that he is and that what little learning we shared has allowed him to make a new life, but the reality is many slaves had no choice but to stay on the plantations where they had been born and raised. I just hope they now receive a decent wage and work in the knowledge that they are free to leave.’

Danny and Netty came back into the room. Netty sat in her favourite chair with a sigh and fanned herself with her hand. ‘Thank heavens Christmas comes only once a year,’ she said. ‘Amos sends his apologies. He’s gone to see to the horses.’ She glanced at Caleb. ‘He says Mac wants to apologise to you.’

‘Mac?’

‘The horse that hurt you. Amos says Mac has been off his oats ever since the accident.’

‘He’s a horse. He doesn’t need to apologise.’

‘That’s as may be, but he’s bringing Mac over later. I have some carrot tops you can give him.’

‘He’s a horse,’ Caleb repeated.

Adelaide laughed. ‘Not in Amos Burrell’s world. His horses are people to him.’

Danny glanced at the Christmas tree. ‘Mama, can we open our presents now?’

Caleb clapped a hand to his forehead. ‘I clean forgot. I have Christmas presents. Danny, can you bring me my bag?’

Danny picked up the satchel Caleb had left by the door that morning and handed it to him. Caleb waited until the other presents had been exchanged. Socks and a notebook for Danny, a woollen scarf for Netty and a battered copy of Jane Eyre for Adelaide.

Caleb extricated the two neatly wrapped brown packages from Mackie’s General Store and a third, badly wrapped in newspaper and tied up with string. This last package he handed to Danny.

The boy’s eyes gleamed as he tore at the string. ‘A knife!’ he exclaimed.

‘Not just any knife, a Barlow knife,’ Caleb said. ‘You’ve got to be careful that you fold it properly. It’s sharp and will cut you.’

He looked up, feeling an icy chill in the room.

Adelaide glared at him. ‘Mr Hunt, I cannot approve of you giving Danny a knife,’ she said.

‘Why not? I had one when I was younger than him. I had learned how to whittle by the time I was ten.’

‘Mama, please. I’ve always wanted a knife.’ Danny paused and glanced at Caleb. ‘Caleb’s been showing me how to whittle. Have you seen his stick?’

Adelaide sighed. ‘It’s a gift, and I’ll not take it from you, but if you injure yourself, Daniel Greaves, I will take it off you until you’re old enough to know better.’

She unwrapped her own package, her face softening at the sight of the pretty handkerchief. She looked at Caleb and smiled and his heart melted in the radiance of that smile. She had forgiven him for spoiling their Christmas lunch.

‘Do you like it?’ He sounded like an overeager schoolboy.

She nodded and refolded the square of cambric. ‘It was very thoughtful of you, and not necessary. I’m sorry I have no gift for you.’

‘Ma’am, you have given me the gift of your hospitality and your friendship. That is more than enough.’

Netty unwrapped her parcel and gave a squeal of delight as she held up the blue ribbons. ‘They will be perfect for the New Year’s Day picnic.’ She glanced at Adelaide. ‘Have you told Caleb about the picnic?’

When Adelaide didn’t respond, Netty continued. ‘The Ladies’ Committee hosts it every New Year’s Day. The whole town goes. Even the mine shuts off the stampers. There’ll be dancing and games.’

‘Well, that sounds like an occasion not to be missed,’ Caleb said.

‘You’re not considering going? You won’t be able to dance,’ Adelaide said.

‘Maybe not, and I mean no disrespect to your good selves, but I can’t stay here in your tender care for ever, ladies.’

‘Suit yourself, Mr Hunt. I am not your keeper and I am certain the Ladies’ Committee will be delighted to have your company.’

‘What would you do on Christmas Day back home?’ Netty asked.

‘We would play parlour games,’ Caleb replied.

‘I don’t know any parlour games,’ Adelaide said.

Caleb stared at her. ‘None?’

She returned his gaze with a fierce anger directed not at him, but at a distant memory. ‘It was only my father and I and Christmas was just another day to him. In fact, it was worse than any other day—it was a day no one worked, and that annoyed him.’

‘I know a game.’ Netty hauled herself out her chair. ‘We’d play it in the servant’s hall. Charades. Do you know that one, Caleb?’

Caleb nodded and Netty explained the rules to Adelaide. ‘And if you lose,’ she concluded. ‘You have to pay a forfeit.’

‘What’s the forfeit?’ Danny asked.

‘The men would have to kiss the nearest lady …’ Netty said.

Adelaide and Caleb looked at each other and Netty blushed. ‘We’ll think of another forfeit,’ she said hurriedly.

‘The things that went on in the servant’s hall,’ Adelaide remarked but her smile belied her apparent disapproval.

As Danny clowned through a charade of the word ‘pirate’, Caleb watched Adelaide. The sherry had put a pleasing colour in her cheeks and a bright, dancing light in her eyes. Her hair had come loose and as she pushed a lock behind one ear, their eyes met and in her shy smile Caleb caught a fleeting glimpse of the young girl she must have been before widowhood and maternal responsibility had hardened her to the joys of life. It struck him with a palpable force that they shared more in common than had first appeared. Life had put them both on a difficult path not of their own choosing. Had he now come to a fork in that road?
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Adelaide lay fully dressed on her bed, looking up at the pressed tin ceiling. Apart from the occasional bark from a dog, answered by other dogs in the valley, the town drowsed in the last hours of Christmas Day. A change had blown through in the evening and she had the window wide open to let the cool air into the house, the curtains riffling with the breeze. It brought with it the heavy promise of rain.

She rose and went to the kitchen to fetch some water. Through the window she could see the faint glow of a lit pipe outside Mick’s shed. Adelaide was not the only one still awake.

She opened the back door and stood for a moment, on the point of returning to her bed.

‘Come and join me, Miss Adelaide.’ Caleb’s voice came from the dark and, without thinking, she crossed the yard to where he sat on the bench, his back against the shed’s rough boards, his legs stretched out, feet crossed at the ankles. ‘Forgive me for not rising.’

Adelaide stood looking down at him. ‘Can’t sleep?’

‘My leg is aching, and I am rather enjoying the cool air.’

‘What were you thinking about?’

He drew on his pipe and removed it from his mouth. ‘Now, why is it that you ladies always want to know what a man is thinking? I can tell you that it is never as interesting as you hope it will be.’

Adelaide laughed and joined him on the bench. They sat without speaking, looking at the clear sky, the stars so close she thought she could reach out and touch one.

‘Since you’re curious, I was thinking the constellations are so different here,’ Caleb said. He used the stem of his pipe to point to the Southern Cross rising above the dark hills. ‘I never thought I would see the cross. It’s beautiful.’ He tapped the spent tobacco out on the bench beside him and sighed. ‘My father would take me out on clear nights to look at the stars.’

‘It sounds as if you were close to your father.’ Adelaide wondered if he could detect the note of envy in her voice. She doubted her father ever thought about stars or anything beyond his own concerns.

‘He was a good man, but I’m afraid I was a disappointment to him.’

‘In what way?’

Caleb hesitated. ‘I chose a different path to the one he wanted for me. He did not approve of the war and still less of me joining the army, for whatever cause. He saw it as a betrayal of his beliefs.’

‘His abolitionist beliefs?’

Caleb shook his head. ‘Everything he stood for. He was a Quaker.’

Adelaide glanced at him but in the dark she could only see his profile: a long straight nose and finely chiselled cheekbones. ‘And you’re not?’

‘I left my father’s beliefs behind when I left his home, long before the war.’

Adelaide drew in a breath. She could say much the same thing, but for different reasons.

‘That is what war does to you,’ he added.

‘Was there only your father?’

Caleb did not answer for a long time. ‘Ma died just before the war and my brother and sister contracted a fever after they took a couple of sick Northern soldiers into their home. They died. The soldiers lived.’

‘I’m sorry.’

Caleb shrugged. ‘Pa didn’t live to see the peace either. He went to Washington to petition for my release from the prisoner of war camp. For days he knocked on doors but to no avail. He died of a heart attack on the Union Station. I’ve no one left.’

Adelaide could find no words for his grief and the silence lay between them for a long moment.

‘But what about your family?’ Caleb said eventually. ‘Is it only your father in England?’

She chose her words with care. ‘My father and I are estranged. My mother died when I was born. I never knew her.’ She resisted a sudden urge to confide her life story to this stranger. ‘My father was … distant. His world was his business.’

‘No siblings?’

Adelaide gave a bitter laugh. ‘He wanted an heir and he married again, twice in fact, but one wife died in childbirth, the child with her, and the other in a riding accident. That left me, another chattel to be sold as he saw fit. We … we parted on bad terms. I’ve had no dealings with him in ten years. He may have remarried and had the heir he so craved. I don’t know and I don’t care.’

‘Did he not approve of your marriage?’ Caleb asked.

Marriage? In this moment of honesty, the old lie almost caught up with her. ‘He liked Richard well enough,’ Adelaide said. That at least was the truth.

‘I see,’ Caleb said, but the uncertainty in his tone indicated he didn’t.

Adelaide chose not to fill the silence that followed.

‘What business was your father in?’ Caleb asked.

Adelaide hesitated. ‘Shipping.’ She prayed he would not ask her any more. How did she explain that Daniel Lewis’s fortune had been founded on the misery of others? In the years before abolition, he had been actively engaged in the slave trade.

A flash of lightning lit up the sky in the west and the distant rumble of thunder heralded an approaching storm.

Adelaide took a deep breath. ‘I hope that lightning does not start a fire,’ she said. ‘The bush is tinder dry.’

‘There would be no escape from this valley if a fire were to come through,’ Caleb observed.

‘None,’ Adelaide agreed. ‘Just pray that it doesn’t.’

The stars had disappeared behind rolling clouds and more lightning flashes illuminated the blackened sky. Adelaide stood. ‘I’m going in before that rain comes.’

‘Goodnight, Mrs Greaves,’ Caleb said.

‘Goodnight, Mr Hunt.’

When she reached the back door, she turned and raised a hand to the shadowed figure who sat in the dark, watching her. She shut and locked the back door and returned to her bedroom. This time she undressed and washed before climbing into bed, but she still lay wakeful, the delicate lace-edged handkerchief Caleb had given her held tight in her hand.


Ten

29 December 1871

‘Too much force,’ Caleb said. ‘The knife will slip and you’ll cut yourself and I will have to answer to Mama.’

Danny took a breath and looked at the object in his hand. It was supposed to be a horse but to his critical eye it looked more like a deformed dragon. Unlike the little object taking shape beneath Caleb’s skilled hand: a cat that looked like a cat. He pouted. ‘I’ll never be as good as you.’

Caleb smiled. ‘I’ve had a lifetime of practice, Dan. You’ve only been doing it for a few days.’

Danny set the unsatisfactory horse to one side and picked up his notebook. Drawing his knees up on the bench outside Mick’s shed where the two of them sat, he turned to his latest story.

Caleb cast him a sideways glance. ‘What are you doing?’

‘I write stories.’

Caleb set his own whittling aside and dusted his hands on his trousers. ‘Can I read one?’

Danny looked into the man’s face. He had never shown his stories to anyone, not even Mama. ‘Promise you won’t laugh?’

‘I promise.’

Danny handed the battered book over and Caleb turned the pages, a frown creasing his brow.

Danny held his breath, the heat burning his cheeks.

When Caleb closed the notebook, he held it on his lap for a long moment. Danny made to grab the book but Caleb held on to it.

‘I knew you’d think they were stupid,’ Danny said, torn between wishing the earth would swallow him and wanting to run as far away as he could get.

‘They are not stupid,’ Caleb said. ‘Your father must have been an extraordinary man.’

‘I didn’t know him,’ Danny mumbled. ‘They’re all made up.’

Caleb handed him the book. ‘Then never stop writing the stories,’ he said. ‘Even if they are made up, it is important to think well of your father.’

Danny held the book to his chest. ‘I wish I had known him,’ he said. ‘He would take me out roo hunting and fishing, like the boys at school.’

When Caleb didn’t reply, Danny looked up at him. ‘Did you do things like that with your father?’

Caleb smiled but his eyes were sad when he said, ‘I suppose so. I have forgotten. He taught me to whittle. I remember that.’ He spread his hands. ‘Now pass me that horse and I’ll see if we can fix it.’ Danny watched Caleb’s skilful hands turn his mangled piece of wood into something more approximating a horse.

They were both so engrossed they didn’t hear the hinges of the side gate squeak.

‘Good evening, young Daniel. What are you doing?’

Danny looked up, squinting into the sun. ‘Good evening, Mr Penrose. Caleb is teaching me to whittle.’

‘Is he indeed? Maybe I should take a lesson too but for the moment do you mind if I take your teacher away?’

A wave of disappointment swept over Danny as Caleb handed him back the horse, folded his knife and rose to his feet, dusting his hands on his trousers.

‘Sorry, Danny. Mr Penrose and I have some business. I’ll be back later.’

Danny shrugged and nodded. He turned the wooden horse in his hands as he watched the two men walk away.
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Caleb and Will Penrose strolled in companionable silence up the main street to the north end of town.

‘Where are we heading?’ Caleb asked as they passed several respectable hostelries. Since Christmas, he had been able to take more weight on his injured leg and although he still walked with a noticeable limp, he was able to cover some distance.

Penrose cast him a quick smile. ‘I’ve been sent to fetch you to Lil’s Place.’ A shadow of doubt crossed the young man’s eyes. ‘If you want to go, of course. If not, we can always have a beer at the Britannia.’

‘Lil’s Place?’ Caleb mused. ‘I met a couple of charming young ladies from that establishment. Said they were dancers.’ He glanced at Penrose.

Penrose stuffed his hands into his trouser pockets and hunched his shoulders. Two spots of colour had appeared in his cheeks. ‘It’s not exactly respectable … it’s on the edge of town for a reason.’

‘That suits me just fine. I’m not entirely respectable either, and I could sure do with a real drink. I swear I will not be responsible for my actions if I am offered one more cup of tea.’

Even at this early hour, music and a rowdy crowd were spilling out of a double-storey timber building set back from the main road beyond the entrance to the mine. On the upstairs balcony, two young women leaned over the railing, exchanging ribald commentary with a group of miners in the street, the paucity of their clothing leaving Caleb in no doubt about their profession.

On seeing the two men approaching the bar, one of the women waved and Caleb recognised the youngest girl from the post office. She whispered something to her companion, who shouted down at them, ‘Tell Lil your first drink’s on Nell, Hunt!’

Caleb bowed and Nell blew him a kiss.

They pushed their way through the crowded bar. Tobacco smoke hung like a foetid cloud in the warm evening air, mingling with the yeasty smell of beer and unwashed bodies. A fiddle player in the corner scraped out a cheerful tune that could barely be heard above the chatter. At the far end of the room behind the wide counter, a large woman, who must have been close to six feet in height and not much less in width, dispensed beer and banter in equal proportions. She saw the newcomers and waved.

‘Penrose, ’aven’t seen you in a while. Sissy’s been pining for you.’ She gestured at a table and a couple of stools tucked away in a quiet corner. ‘Kept your usual spot.’

Caleb turned an inquiring glance on Penrose. His friend coloured again and threw a glance at a closed door by the bar.

‘Who’s your ’andsome friend?’ The woman stood with her hands on her hips and looked Caleb up and down. Her lips pursed and she nodded as if in approval.

‘Caleb Hunt, this is Lil White,’ Penrose said.

‘It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, ma’am.’ Caleb bowed.

The woman surveyed him with perceptive but faded blue eyes. ‘You’re the American everyone’s been talking about. ’ad enough of lemonade and the good widow’s company, ’ave you?’ Before Caleb could answer she said, ‘What’s your pleasure?’

‘Do you have American whiskey?’

She smiled. ‘I’ve a fine American bourbon, if that’s your taste, Mr ’Unt.’

‘A young lady by the name of Nell suggested my first drink in this fine establishment was at her pleasure,’ Caleb said.

‘Nell did, did she? I ’eard ’ow you stood up for my girls so, yes, ’Unt, this first drink’s on the ’ouse.’

‘You are a lady,’ Caleb said.

The woman laughed. Her giant bosom, barely constrained by her corsetry, wobbled with her mirth. ‘A lady, is it? Been a long time since anyone called me that. Now where’s that bourbon?’ Lil bent to rummage through the bottles under the counter.

‘Will!’

A young woman with curling chestnut hair falling around her face and a loose gown covering her corsetry, leaned against a door jamb. Behind her was a flight of stairs, no doubt leading to the girls’ rooms, where they ‘danced’. Her provocative pose garnered the attention of several of the bar’s patrons but she ignored the whistles and catcalls. She had eyes only for Will Penrose. This must be the Sissy who was pining for Penrose.

Penrose whipped his hat off. One look at the younger man and Caleb knew where Will Penrose’s heart lay and why he was a regular at Lil’s Place.

He nudged his friend in the ribs. ‘Go.’

Caleb stood and leaned on the bar, watching as Penrose pushed through the crowd. Sissy held out her hand to him and the door shut behind them.

‘Your friend is quite a favourite of our Sissy,’ Lil said, pouring Caleb half a tumbler of Evan Williams Kentucky Bourbon. She pushed it across to him.

Caleb picked up the glass and stared into its golden depths. ‘I think I’m going to like you, Miss Lil,’ he said.

‘I’ll put it by for you.’ She leaned her plump elbows on the counter. ‘What brings you to Maiden’s Creek?’

‘I’ve a mining claim up at Pretty Sally,’ he said.

She regarded him for a long moment. ‘I’ve seen ’em come full of hope, but one winter up in these ’ills and they ’ead ’ome like whipped dogs. If you’re the canny sort, there’s more money to be made off the miners than the mines.’

Caleb looked around the crowded room. ‘You may be right, Lil.’

‘Besides, you don’t strike me as the sort given to ’ard work, ‘Unt.’

‘Really?’

Lil picked up his left hand. ‘You ’ave the ’ands of a gentleman.’ She turned it over and traced the lines on his palm. ‘You ’ave violence and tragedy in your past.’

Caleb snatched his hand back with a derisive snort. ‘And you’re an old charlatan,’ he said. ‘There’d be few Americans of my age and background who weren’t touched by the war.’

Lil shrugged and tilted her head as she considered him. ‘But you’re a bit different, ’Unt. Something about you doesn’t ring true.’

Caleb took a swig of the whiskey, holding the soft, smoky liquid in his mouth for a moment before swallowing it. There had never been hard liquor in his childhood home; whiskey and the devil went hand in hand, according to his father. He’d been right. Whiskey had become a taste acquired to ease the reality of war.

‘Another?’ Lil asked as he set the empty glass down.

Caleb shook his head. Another would lead to another and then another … and the night would end in a miasma of grief, regret and self-pity … and singing. He knew that route too well.

‘North or south?’ Lil asked.

‘South.’

Lil straightened. ‘You wouldn’t think to see me now, but back in my day, I danced in Savannah and Charleston.’ She smiled. ‘I was the toast of the town.’

Caleb studied the round, puffy face and tried, and failed, to imagine the girl who had been the toast of Savannah. ‘Pour me a beer, Lil, and we’ll drink to memories.’

Penrose reappeared half an hour later, smiling, his hair dishevelled. He ordered a beer, which Lil set down in front of him with a thump that slopped half the contents on to the table.

‘I’m ’oping you’ve settled your score with Sissy,’ she said. ‘She’s a working girl and don’t ’ave time for freeloaders.’

‘That is between Sissy and I,’ Penrose said.

Lil poked him in the chest. ‘No, it’s not. Sissy works for me. If you want to make an ’onest woman of ’er then stop wasting ’er time.’

They took their drinks across to Penrose’s table.

‘So, what’s between you and the lovely Miss Sissy?’ Caleb enquired.

Penrose stared into his glass. ‘I want to marry her.’

‘And what’s stopping you? Is it the fact she’s a dancing girl?’

Penrose sighed. ‘Yes … No … It’s my uncle,’ he said. ‘You haven’t met him yet. He owns me, body and soul.’

‘How?’

‘I come from a long line of tin miners in Cornwall. My father made a couple of unwise speculations and about five years ago we lost everything, and I mean everything. The bastard took the easy way out and shot himself, leaving my mother, my sister and I with little more than what we stood up in. Uncle Charles stepped in and settled my father’s debts on the condition I came and worked for him.’

‘Does he pay you?’

‘An allowance. He’s holding my father’s debts against the real value of my wages.’ He took a long draught of his beer and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘I probably made that sound worse than it is. He gives me free board and lodging, but I am conscious of the debt I can probably never repay in full.’

‘And your sister?’

‘Eliza is eking out her life as a teacher in a school for young ladies back in England. She hates it, but I have promised her that, when my lot has improved, I’ll bring her out here—and I will. There are opportunities here we’d never have in England. So you can see why I can’t make an honest woman out of Sissy.’ He toyed with the now empty glass. ‘Enough of my problems. Do you think you could sit a horse?’

Caleb rubbed his leg, which ached from the exertion of walking from one end of town to the other. ‘Maybe,’ he said.

‘Then let’s go and find this mine tomorrow,’ Penrose said. ‘I’ll hire a couple of nags from the livery stable. Pretty Sally’s about an hour’s ride north of here.’

‘What about your uncle?’

Penrose shrugged. ‘God knows he owes me a few hours off. But he’s in Melbourne. The old hypocrite is probably bedded down in a whorehouse in Little Lon. Are you up for it?

‘Yes,’ Caleb said. He drained the last of his beer. Time to see what the fall of those pennies back in Williamstown really meant.


Eleven

Pretty Sally

30 December 1871

Caleb dismounted from the hired horse with a grunt, stretching his damaged leg. The muscles screamed in protest. Even without the injury, it had been months since he had ridden a horse. But for all the discomfort, he had enjoyed the ride. Penrose had acted as a tour guide, knowing that this was Caleb’s first excursion into the Australian bush. At their approach, bright-coloured parrots rose, screeching, and a wallaby bounded across the track, pausing momentarily to inspect the men, its eyes bright with curiosity and its soft ears flicking. Caleb had seen drawings of these animals but his delight in seeing the little animal was quelled when Penrose told him that wallabies and kangaroos were the best eating to be found when supplies ran low.

The raw settlement of Pretty Sally consisted of a motley collection of bark huts and tents that clung precariously to a narrow stretch of flat ground on a high ridge. One shanty proclaimed itself to be the General Store with a handpainted sign that hung crookedly above the door.

‘Why is it called Pretty Sally?’ Caleb asked as they rode through the town.

Unlike the tall mountain gums and the rich tree ferns of the green gullies, up here the trees were sparse and the undergrowth dried out by the hot summer. Pretty Sally had little to commend it except scrub and rocks.

‘I think the name is ironic,’ Penrose said.

He would never have found Hannigan’s claim without Penrose, who had in his possession a recent survey map. With little more than the description on the claim documents and the map, they passed through the settlement and continued along the ridge, turning off along a faint but discernible track, which ended in a small clearing. Caleb secured his horse’s reins to a fallen tree, allowing the beast enough room to graze the scraggly grass. While Penrose, head down, scoured the edges of the clearing, Caleb slapped ineffectually at the flies that buzzed around his head and clung to his shirt.

‘What are you looking for?’ he asked.

‘Claim markers,’ Penrose replied. ‘Ah, there it is. See that peg?’

Caleb limped over to the wooden peg that had been hammered into the ground. A piece of tin had been affixed to it, on which ‘Hannigan 19/10/71’ was written in a rough hand in black paint.

‘He would have put pegs in the four corners of the claim,’ Penrose said.

He let Penrose pace out the distance, scrabbling over the steep sides of the gully, his feet slipping on loose rocks.

Breathless and sweating, Penrose confirmed he had found the second peg. He waved a hand down the slope. ‘Looks like it goes in this direction. There’s a path here,’ he said. ‘You go first.’

Caleb was concentrating on making his way down the meandering path to the creek without placing too much pressure on his injured leg, so he didn’t hear Penrose’s warning shout until too late. Only instinct made him jump back at the very moment a long, dark snake rose up from the path and lunged at him. Something hit his boot.

Penrose rushed forward brandishing a large stick. The snake decided discretion was the better part of valour and slithered off the path, disappearing into the bracken with a flick of its tail.

His heart hammering, Caleb swallowed and forced himself to look at his boot. Mercifully, the animal had struck hard leather, leaving a dribble of milky substance on the brown surface, but it could so easily have been his hand or his exposed forearm.

‘What was that?’ He found his voice at last.

‘A tiger snake, I think. It must have been sunning itself on the path.’

‘Dangerous?’

‘Very. If it had got your leg, you would be dead. They are a devil in the mine workings—they get behind wood stacks or stone piles. There are some nasty spiders too. One of the men up at the Maiden’s Creek Mine got bitten by a red-back spider and was dead by the end of the week.’

Caleb whistled. ‘I thought bears and wolves were a problem.’

‘They probably are, but at least you can see them coming. These beasts can be anywhere. You have to watch where you walk in the bush.’

Caleb looked in the direction the reptile had taken. Now his fright had dissipated, curiosity set in. ‘What do you do if you’re bitten?’

Penrose shrugged. ‘Bowen would tell you the only treatment is the cut-and-suck method.’

Caleb frowned. ‘Wouldn’t you risk swallowing the venom?’

‘I’m an engineer, not a bloody doctor. Get a move on. We haven’t got all day.’

The creek, marked on the map but not named, ran through an unspoiled gully of tree ferns, bracken and tall mountain ash. After the blighted slopes around Maiden’s Creek, Pretty Sally seemed a lovely, peaceful place.

But not without evidence of habitation. There was the beginning of an adit—a horizontal passage cut into rock to access a mine—in the side of the hill. Below it, on the creek bank, they found a well-used campfire and the detritus of human occupation.

Penrose stooped and held a hand over the coals. His eyes widened. ‘Still warm,’ he said.

‘If it’s that bloody Hannigan—’ Caleb began.

Penrose looked around. ‘No sign of anyone.’ He climbed up to the adit and peered inside. ‘They haven’t got far but I don’t think they’re digging in the right place.’ He scrambled further up the slope and, using the geologist’s hammer he carried in his belt, he cleared some of the ground cover. He ran his hand over the rock, then knocked off a few samples and slid down to where Caleb sat on a stump beside the campfire, nursing his aching leg.

Penrose crouched beside him and hammered the rocks into smaller pieces, inpecting each one. He rose to his feet and flung them into the bush. ‘Nothing.’

‘Did you really expect to find gold just like that?’ Caleb asked.

Penrose shrugged and waved a hand at a pale line of quartz breaking through the slopes, beside which the adit had been cut. ‘I’d stake my reputation that’s the Pretty Sally reef, although technically it’s called a dyke. My betting is that it runs in an incline down the valley. There’s been talk about it for a few years now. But just because it’s quartz doesn’t mean its gold bearing. I hate to say it, Hunt, but this doesn’t look promising.’

Caleb glanced at the creek, which had a good flow despite it being the height of summer. ‘But if they found alluvial gold here, there must be something—’

A crack shattered the air between them, sending a crowd of parrots screaming into the air. Instinctively Caleb hit the ground, dragging Penrose with him. Another shot rang out, hitting the tree next to them, showering them with shards of bark. Caleb fumbled for the Colt. He cocked it with the expertise born of warfare and, with his left hand on Penrose’s shoulders and a whispered warning for the engineer to stay still, he waited.

Fortunately, they had fallen in a slight dip behind a pile of rocks from the workings, which made it difficult for the shooter to get a clear shot of them.

‘Show yourself,’ Caleb demanded.

There was a rustle of undergrowth and three men emerged into the clearing, one holding a rifle to his shoulder.

‘Drop your weapon,’ Caleb said.

His request was met with a caustic laugh and another bullet, which hit the tree above their heads, causing a branch to break off. Caleb responded in kind, aiming for a point just above the head of the man carrying the rifle. The shot took off his hat. The man jumped back and swore volubly, lowering the muzzle of his rifle.

‘Stay down,’ Caleb ordered Penrose, and rose slowly to his feet, the Colt in his right hand. ‘I’m going to ask you once again to kindly put down your weapon. I have five remaining shots. You have none.’

The man glanced at his companions and his mouth twisted in a snarl. ‘Yer on our claim,’ he said without moving.

‘You are mistaken, sir. This is my claim.’

‘Yer not Hannigan,’ one of the other men said.

‘So, you are acquainted with Mr Hannigan?’

‘We’re his partners. He went into Melbourne to see to registering the claim.’

Caleb’s hand tightened on the butt of his pistol. ‘Is that so? I’m sorry to disappoint you, gentlemen, but Mr Hannigan has signed over the claim to me.’

The three men looked at each other. ‘What d’ya mean?’ the man with the rifle said.

Caleb held out the claim form that now clearly showed his name.

The third man spat on the ground. ‘That could say anything.’

‘They can’t read,’ Penrose pointed out in a low voice.

‘Gentlemen, it seems we are at an impasse.’ Caleb raised his Colt. ‘Put down your weapon and let’s talk.’

The man with the rifle jerked the muzzle upward, in the direction of the horses Caleb and Penrose had left tethered on the ridge. ‘Nothing to talk about. We’ll just wait for Hannigan and you can ride back to town and cool yer heels.’

In another place and another time, Caleb could have taken out the man with the rifle without a second thought but he no longer lived in that world. Here, in this outpost of the British Empire, the law would probably take a poor view of such an action. A tactical withdrawal was called for.

He held up his hands. ‘Very well, gentlemen. Let my friend and myself depart in peace and we will see what needs to be done to rectify this misunderstanding.’

‘There’s no misunderstanding.’ The leader’s beard jutted as he waved his weapon in Caleb’s direction.

‘May I know your name?’ Caleb asked.

‘O’Riley, and these are my brothers.’

‘I think, Mr O’Riley, you have been cheated by your friend Hannigan. Before our paths crossed, he registered the claim in his name alone. Last I heard he had taken off for the western goldfields.’

‘Watcha mean?’ The eldest O’Riley frowned. ‘We gave him all our savings to register the mine and buy some decent equipment.’

Caleb was tempted to laugh but it didn’t look like any of the O’Riley brothers had a sense of humour.

‘I think that Mr Hannigan has sold you out and pocketed your money.’

‘The bastard!’ The least hairy of the O’Riley brothers followed his outburst with a steady stream of tobacco, spitting it into the embers of the fire.

‘My thoughts exactly because, if my friend here is right—’ Caleb gestured to the still prone Penrose, ‘there’s no gold to be found where you’re digging.’

‘Hannigan said it was a sure thing,’ O’Riley senior insisted. ‘Said this was the Pretty Sally reef.’

‘Have you found any gold in the quartz you’ve dug out?’ Penrose ventured.

‘No, but—’

‘It’s up to you,’ Caleb said. ‘Mr Penrose and I will depart this place, but we will be back with Sergeant Maidment, who, I hear, takes a dim view of claim jumpers.’

‘Get off this land,’ O’Riley snarled.

Caleb pulled Penrose to his feet. ‘Come, Penrose. Time for us to return to town.’

O’Riley followed them up the path and saw them off with a shot above their heads that spooked Penrose’s bay mare. He brought the animal back under control with an effort.

When they were well clear of the O’Riley brothers, they stopped to draw breath.

‘Bloody claim jumpers,’ Penrose said with feeling.

‘I’m not sure that’s strictly true. It looks like Hannigan cheated them as he did me—took their money and registered the claim in his name alone. I wonder how he was planning to explain it to them when he got back?’

‘They can’t read, so they’d have no reason to disbelieve him,’ Penrose said. ‘That is, if he intended to come back. He’d got them digging in the wrong place to begin with.’

They rode on in silence.

As Maiden’s Creek came into view, Caleb turned to Penrose.

‘Do you think I’m as big a dupe as the O’Rileys?’

Penrose shrugged. ‘It’s going to take money and hard work for some time before you will know one way or another.’

‘I took a risk and sometimes it pays off and sometimes it doesn’t,’ Caleb said, adding, ‘I’m going to call it the Shenandoah. The Shenandoah Creek and the Shenandoah Mine.’

‘You can call it whatever you please,’ Penrose said. ‘It’s not going to mean gold will magically appear.’ He paused. ‘Shenandoah has a nice ring to it, though, and now you mention it, isn’t it a song too?’

‘I come from the Shenandoah Valley and it’s a river, quite a bit larger than the creek.’ Caleb smiled, remembering the broad expanse of the beautiful river. ‘But yes, it’s a song too.’

He serenaded Penrose as they turned their horses’ heads down the steep track into Maiden’s Creek.

They stopped at the police station, a solid building with cells built into the hillside behind it. Sergeant Maidment, a cadaverously thin man with bright, shrewd eyes met them at the main desk.

‘This mine of yours is more trouble than it’s worth,’ Maidment said. ‘I know the O’Riley brothers. I’ll go up and have a quiet word with them. Their bark is worse than their bite.’

Caleb and Penrose exchanged a quick glance. ‘Not the impression we got.’

‘They didn’t actually shoot you, did they?’

‘No, but—’

Maidment glanced at the Colt at Caleb’s waist. ‘I consider you may be more dangerous, Hunt. I don’t hold with carrying weapons in this town—people run the risk of getting hurt. I’d thank you to leave it behind in future.’

Caleb drew his jacket over the weapon. ‘Your warning is heeded, sergeant.’

‘On the subject of your friend, Hannigan …’ Maidment pulled a piece of paper from the pigeon holes behind the desk and studied it for a long moment. ‘He was involved in a brawl on the goldfields at Creswick. The constable up there saw him sobered up and sent him on his way. Last seen headed for the Ballarat fields.’

‘Where’s Creswick?’

Maidment crossed to a map of the Colony of Victoria hanging on the wall. He stabbed a finger at an area to the west of Melbourne. ‘If your boy’s out there, it will be like looking for a needle in a haystack. If I was you, I’d forget him, Hunt.’

Outside the police station, Caleb cursed. ‘It irks me to let the bastard get away with it.’

‘Chances are he’s sold your equipment. Even if you find him, you’ll get no satisfaction,’ Penrose said.

‘You’re wrong. It would give me a great deal of satisfaction to find him. He wagered a mine claim with no gold and took advantage of my good nature. I don’t generally let that happen to me more than once.’

‘I don’t think I’d like to cross you,’ Penrose said. ‘Let’s go for a drink at Lil’s.’


Twelve

New Year’s Day, 1872

Obedient to the bidding of the Ladies’ Committee, Adelaide had spent the morning at the Mechanics’ Institute, hanging bunting and setting out the trestle tables for the picnic. The Mechanics’ Institute had only been open a year and still smelled of freshly sawn wood. It faced onto a wide crossroads, which today would be closed off for the picnic games. There was a small lending library in the front room and the main hall doubled as a church, an infant school, council chambers and general meeting room.

As she pulled her apron off, ready to return home, Mrs Russell and the ever-present Mrs Jervis, approached her.

‘Thank you for your help, Mrs Greaves. Tell me, will Mr Hunt be attending?’

‘Mr Hunt is a free agent. Whether he attends or not is up to him.’

‘For the sake of the young ladies of the town, I hope he is able to dance.’

‘I very much doubt it,’ Adelaide said. ‘His leg is still bothersome.’

Mrs Russell came closer and lowered her voice. ‘One hopes that he will soon be well enough to make his own way in the town. It does not do a woman of your standing any good to have a single man as a lodger.’

Adelaide bristled. ‘He was injured saving my son. I took him in as any good Christian would do.’

‘Would you have been quite so generous with your Christian hospitality if he had not been so comely?’ Mrs Jervis put in.

Adelaide looked from one to the other. ‘What would you have me do? Leave him in the less than tender care of Mrs Chauncey?’

The Chaunceys ran the Australis Hotel, a rundown establishment that attracted little regular patronage. Mrs Chauncey, who claimed to have been a nurse during the Crimean War, earned extra from boarders and for caring for the injured coming out of the mines. The survival rate of her patients was not high.

Adelaide fixed a smile to her face. ‘I shall be in attendance with my family and friends,’ she said. ‘The passing of last year must be marked.’

Mrs Russell raised her eyebrows. ‘Indeed? Is there some news to impart?’

‘No, but the turn of the year always presents us with a blank slate on which to write, does it not?’

‘It does indeed.’ As Adelaide turned to leave, she added, ‘I do hope Miss Redley will be bringing her cheese pastries.’

‘Of course. She was up at dawn. Good afternoon to you, ladies.’
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The sound of the town’s brass band warming up drifted down the road as Adelaide stood on the verandah outside the post office, waiting for her household to make an appearance. She greeted other townspeople, all dressed in their party clothes and heading in the direction of the Mechanics’ Institute.

Caleb limped around the corner from the yard. He was immaculately dressed in one of his bright waistcoats, with a dark cloth tied around his neck. He looked her up and down and smiled. ‘Miss Adelaide, you look like you’re being led to your execution, not a picnic.’

Adelaide managed a smile. ‘I dislike social occasions. Too many people, too much noise.’

‘That’s true, but that’s the fun of it,’ Netty said, slamming the post office door behind herself and Danny. She glowed with excitement and had gone to a great deal of trouble with her appearance, her hair arranged in mouse brown ringlets around her face and tied up with the blue satin ribbons Caleb had given her. They perfectly matched the pretty blue floral dress that she had made with Adelaide’s help.

For the first time since she had adopted the persona of the widow Greaves, Adelaide felt dowdy and inappropriate in her black dress. Save for a few items from her previous life that probably didn’t fit her and were outmoded, everything in her wardrobe was black, not even the grey or lilac of half-mourning. Just unrelieved black.

As a sop to her own vanity, she had allowed Netty some licence with her hair and it had been dressed in curls to frame her face.

‘You look very nice, Mama,’ Danny said loyally.

Caleb offered his arm. ‘Mrs Greaves?’

She cast a glance at the other well-dressed townsfolk and shook her head. She had no wish to give the ladies any further fodder for their gossip. ‘I think not, Mr Hunt.’

Netty snorted. She thrust the basket of pastries she carried at Adelaide and caught Caleb’s arm with her hand. ‘I certainly have no objection to being seen on the arm of a handsome man. May give Amos cause for thought.’

Caleb laughed. ‘I have no desire to cross your beau, Miss Redley.’

Her friend’s words tore at Adelaide’s heart. Had she become an unnatural woman in the long years since Richard Barnwell had died? Did fear of gossip and innuendo colour every decision she made in life or was it just the guilt of knowing that she was not the virtuous widow she pretended to be?

The double doors of the Mechanics’ Institute had been flung open, revealing the long trestle tables, now laden with food. The brass band, drawn from miners and townspeople, that came together for such occasions had begun to play dance tunes from their shaded position on the verandah. A group of children were being organised into a three-legged race by one of the members of the Ladies’ Committee.

Will Penrose lounged against a verandah post talking to a pretty girl, not Sissy or any of the others from Lil’s Place, who would be busy on what was, for many, a public holiday. Out of deference to the occasion, even the stamper had been stilled.

‘Mr Hunt.’ Mrs Russell lunged at Caleb as soon as he entered the hall, grasping his hand firmly between both of hers. ‘So pleased you could join us.’ She turned, looking around the hall. ‘There are plenty of pretty girls who would love to make your acquaintance.’

Caleb freed his trapped hand. ‘I am right sorry I can’t oblige any of them with a dance today, Mrs Russell.’

The dame’s mouth creased in a moue of sympathy. ‘Your poor leg. Of course. But I do hope you will enjoy the company nonetheless.’

‘It all looks mighty fine,’ Caleb said. ‘You ladies have done a fine job.’

‘We had help, of course, from such as Mrs Greaves.’ Mrs Russell switched her gaze to Adelaide. ‘We have tried to persuade Mrs Greaves to join our little committee.’

‘I am pleased to help when I can but with my responsibilities at the post office, I simply don’t have time.’

‘You seem to have time to consort with the ladies of dubious virtue,’ the ever-present Mrs Jervis said.

Adelaide smiled sweetly and held up the basket of cheese pastries she carried. ‘I really must add these to the table.’

Adelaide found a space on a well-stocked table and set her basket down. Several children dressed in their Sunday best already hovered before the cornucopia, only to be shooed away by one of the Ladies’ Committee.

Caleb caught Adelaide’s arm. ‘Let me get you some refreshment.’

‘It’s only lemonade,’ Adelaide warned. No alcohol was permitted. The good ladies were also the leaders of the Temperance League.

She watched him wend his way through the crowd, then turned to Netty, who scanned the crowd with obvious anticipation.

‘There’s Amos,’ she said as the unmistakable figure of the coach driver entered the hall, his hat clutched in one hand. On seeing Netty, his face broke into a grin and he raked the fingers of his empty hand through his damp ginger curls. As he pushed through the crowd towards them he was waylaid by another woman. He cast a helpless glance at Netty as the woman persuaded him outside to join a lively polka.

‘Who is that?’ Adelaide asked her crestfallen friend.

‘Elsie Draper, from the bakery,’ Netty replied. ‘She’s had her eye on my Amos for months.’ She sniffed as the couple circled within arm’s length, Amos casting Netty a desperate glance.

‘Go,’ Adelaide snapped. ‘You don’t have to keep me company.’

She watched Netty push her way through the crowd to rescue her beau from the clutches of Elsie Draper. Adelaide’s stomach lurched as she recognised that her peevish demeanour came from nothing less than envy—envy that no man in this room looked at her the way Amos Burrell looked at Netty Redley.

Caleb appeared at Adelaide’s side with a glass of lemonade. He took a sip of the watery brew and pulled a face. ‘I would kill for a whiskey,’ he said.

She laughed. ‘Not with those two ladies in charge. You could do what some of the other men are doing.’ She indicated a small knot of miners covertly topping up their glasses from a hip flask.

Caleb downed his lemonade as they watched the dancing couples. ‘It’s been a long time since I took to the floor, Adelaide, and it’s disappointing that I can’t oblige you with a dance today.’

‘I don’t dance, Caleb.’

He glanced at her, one eyebrow raised in mock disbelief, and she felt a frisson of regret that every word she uttered must confirm this man’s opinion of her as a dried-up old maid.

‘Ah, Hunt. Hoped I would run into you.’

They turned at the sound of Sergeant Maidment’s voice. Out of his uniform he looked almost unrecognisable. He touched his fingers to the brim of his bowler hat. ‘Mrs Greaves.’

‘Sergeant. Do you have some news for me?’ Caleb asked.

‘I went up to Pretty Sally to have a word with the O’Rileys and they’ve gone. Packed up their camp and headed north to Aberfeldy three days ago.’

‘That’s good news. Thank you, Sergeant.’

Maidment shook his head. ‘They’ve probably gone looking for Hannigan. I don’t envy him if they find him.’

‘Hannigan seems better at making enemies than he does friends, Sergeant,’ Adelaide said.

‘Indeed. Don’t let me disturb your day.’ He ducked his head and strode off, his hands in his pockets and his eyes scanning the crowd. He reminded Adelaide of a bird of prey, watching and waiting.

‘I’m going to watch Danny in the egg and spoon race,’ she said.

The day was pleasantly warm without the searing heat that would have made outdoor activities unpleasant. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed Amos and Netty had stopped dancing and were sitting together on a wooden log, too close for propriety, their heads bent together, talking.

Caleb followed her gaze. ‘How long have those two been keeping company?’

Adelaide sighed. ‘They’ve been stepping out together for years now. I have no doubt Amos will get around to asking for Netty’s hand sometime soon.’

He nodded. ‘You and Netty go back a way?’

Adelaide nodded. ‘Since I was a girl. Netty … Netty has been with me forever. She’s a friend. My only friend.’

Danny waved to his mother as Mrs Mackie, the organiser of the race, handed him the spoon and hard-boiled egg and ushered the children into a line.

‘On your marks, get set, GO!’ Mrs Mackie dropped her handkerchief and the children hurried forward, spoons held out in front of them.

‘Go, Danny!’ Caleb yelled as Danny passed them, almost in the lead, his brow furrowed in concentration. At the sound of his name, the boy’s mouth twitched into a smile and the egg on his spoon wobbled but didn’t fall. The distance between Danny and the boy leading the race closed and, just two yards from the finish line, the leader dropped his egg. Adelaide and Caleb cheered loudly as Danny crossed the line, egg still attached to the spoon.

Will Penrose joined them. ‘Enjoying our simple pleasures?’

‘It is a fine day for a picnic and felicitations of the New Year to you, Penrose,’ Caleb replied.

‘Was that young Daniel who took out the last race?’

‘It was indeed,’ Adelaide replied.

‘Mrs Greaves, how are you this fine day?’ Penrose had been joined by an older man, the mine manager, Charles Cowper.

‘Well, thank you, Mr Cowper,’ Adelaide responded and Penrose introduced his uncle to Caleb. The two men shook hands.

‘William tells me you have a gold claim up at Pretty Sally,’ Cowper said.

Adelaide did not miss the sharp glance Caleb shot Penrose. He turned to the mine manager with a dismissive shrug. ‘I won it in a two-up game,’ he said. ‘I doubt it’s up to much, but I thought I should come see it.’

Cowper stroked his moustache. ‘These enterprises need capital, Mr Hunt.’

‘So it seems,’ Caleb said. He nodded in the direction of the Maiden’s Creek Mine. ‘Quite an operation you have going up there.’

‘I am fortunate the investors are patient men. We’ve dug out enough to indicate that there is more to find and we are confident we will hit the main seam soon, aren’t we, William?’

‘It’s good of you to give your men a day off,’ Adelaide said.

‘I have a team working in the mine, Mrs Greaves. Save for the Sabbath, there are no days off in this business.’ He raised his hat. ‘If you’ll excuse me, I—’

His gaze flew to the mine, where the frantic tolling of a bell cut across the noise of the jovial day. The last note of the tuba died away as the clanging continued. The crowd froze and every face turned to the mine, where a man could be seen running down the hill, hat in his hand.

As he reached the Mechanics’ Institute, the crowd parted, allowing him to reach Cowper.

‘What is it?’ Cowper’s lips had compressed into a thin line.

‘Accident. Geordie’s had his hand crushed.’ The words came out in a breathy rush as the panting man doubled over, his chest heaving.

Cowper looked around. ‘Where’s that bloody doctor? Has anyone seen Bowen today?’

‘I’ll fetch him,’ a man volunteered.

Cowper strode off in the direction of the mine. ‘Penrose!’ he yelled over his shoulder.

Penrose shot Caleb and Adelaide an apologetic glance and scampered after his uncle.

The crowd dissolved into knots of people talking together in hushed voices.

Fully ten minutes passed before the man who had gone for Bowen returned, hot and breathless. He slapped at his trousers with his hat as his colleagues gathered around him.

‘The old sod is two sheets to the wind,’ he said. ‘He’s no good for anything.’

The men looked up at the mine. One shook his head. ‘Geordie’s done for,’ he said in a sombre tone.

‘I …’ Caleb’s breathing grew ragged and uneven.

Adelaide glanced at him. All the colour had drained from his face. She gripped his arm. ‘What is it?’

‘I’m a doctor,’ he said so quietly even Adelaide struggled to hear him.

‘Caleb?’

‘I don’t have time to explain, Adelaide.’ He took the key from around his neck and handed it to her. ‘At the bottom of my chest is a wooden box—bring it to me at the mine. Amos,’ he addressed the coachman who had joined them, ‘Go up to Bowen’s and bring me his bag. Make sure it contains morphine and chloroform.’

He took a deep breath. ‘I’m a doctor,’ he said in a loud voice. ‘Let me through.’


Thirteen

The crowd’s murmuring grew as did the knot of fear and nausea rising in Caleb’s throat. What did he think he was doing? It had been seven years since he had called himself a doctor and yet he felt the call as a powerful, palpable hand on his shoulder, driving him on. The words of the long forgotten Hippocratic Oath, the reminder of the special obligation he owed all people, tugged at his conscience.

A crowd had already gathered at the gate to the mine and as he limped towards them, they parted and he climbed the steep track alone, the eyes of the town on his back. The track ended at a flat cobbled courtyard surrounded by buildings: offices, workshops and a shack with a sign saying ‘Crib’ over the door. A small knot of workers gathered around the entrance to the mine’s adit.

Penrose saw him and came forward, a frown creasing his brow. ‘Hunt? What are you doing here?’

Caleb swallowed. ‘Bowen is incapable. I’ve come to see what help I can be.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘I’m a doctor, Penrose … or at least, I was.’

Penrose’s mouth fell open. ‘You? I—’

‘Where’s the bloody doctor?’ a man called out from the mine entrance.

Caleb laid a hand on his friend’s forearm. ‘Are you going to trust me, Penrose?’

‘Not sure I have a choice. Come with me.’

Penrose grabbed a lantern from a man at the entrance and as they ducked their heads to enter the mine, Caleb asked for details of the accident.

‘We have a team of three on the face of the mine, drilling holes for the explosives. One of them holds the drill bit while the other strikes it with a mallet. The mallet slipped. It’s nasty,’ Penrose told him.

Puddles of water lay between what looked like rail tracks and Caleb’s boots were mired in mud before the tunnel opened out into a sizeable cavern. Hand-driven winching equipment stood over a massive hole that had been dug in the floor.

‘The men were working on the far face. This way,’ Penrose said.

A crowd of miners were gathered at the mouth of a tunnel on the far side of the cavern. They turned as the sound of footsteps echoed around the cavern.

‘Doc’s here,’ someone said. ‘You lay quiet.’

The miners let Caleb through and held up lanterns to illuminate a slight man who lay in the mud, his face twisted in pain, his hand clutched to his chest. Two men knelt beside him talking in soft tones, trying to keep the injured man calm. Even from where he stood, Caleb could see the man’s hand was badly broken, blood dripping from the shattered fingers through which shards of bone protruded.

One of the two men looked up, his face ashen in the lantern light. His eyes shone wetly. ‘I was on the mallet, Mr Penrose.’ He pointed at the massive hammer beside a long piece of iron and Caleb shuddered. To be hit on the hand by such a heavy instrument driven at full force … he was surprised there were not more such accidents. The men had to be skilled to do this job.

‘Me grip slipped.’ The man’s voice shuddered. ‘I—doc you’ve got to save him.’

Caleb hunkered down beside the injured man, who clutched at his jacket with his uninjured hand and began to sob.

‘I’ve a wife and bairns …’

Caleb laid a hand on the man’s shoulder. ‘You’ll see them again.’

A lesser man would have screamed as Caleb gave the injury a cursory examination, but Geordie set his teeth, only whimpering at Caleb’s touch.

Caleb patted the man on the shoulder to reassure him as best he could, but he had dealt with similar injuries in the long years of the war and knew the prognosis.

‘I can’t treat him here,’ he said to Penrose. ‘Carry him out into the daylight.’

With as much gentleness as they could manage, the man’s comrades lifted him on to a stretcher.

Out of the mine, Penrose took charge, directing the men to carry the stretcher through to the crib room. They set the stretcher down on a long table and pulled the benches to one side. Caleb glanced around. It would have to do.

‘What are you going to do?’ Penrose asked.

Caleb looked at his friend. ‘His wrist and hand are shattered,’ he said quietly. ‘I can’t save it.’

The colour drained from Penrose’s face. ‘Does that mean—’

‘Amputation is the only way to save his life.’ Caleb turned to the miners. ‘Get some water boiling, and I need towels or sheets.’

As the men busied themselves, Caleb walked out into the yard to steady his nerves and think through what needed to be done. Adelaide toiled up the hill towards him, her skirts bunched in one hand and a basket in the other. Beside her, Amos Burrell carried the familiar oaken box and a large Gladstone bag. A sweating Bowen trailed in their wake. Caleb swore softly under his breath. The last thing he needed was an indignant, drunken doctor asserting his authority.

Amos’s normally cheerful face was set and grim and as he reached Caleb, he jerked his head at the doctor, who had stopped to catch his breath.

‘Insisted on coming,’ he said in a low voice.

Bowen mopped his face with a large handkerchief. His red-rimmed eyes met Caleb’s. ‘Where’s the patient?’ he asked.

‘In the crib room,’ Caleb said but as the doctor took a step towards the cabin, he stood in front of him.

‘Sorry, Bowen, I can’t let you deal with this matter,’ Caleb said.

Bowen straightened. ‘I’m the doctor.’

‘Hold out your hand,’ Caleb demanded.

Bowen narrowed his eyes but complied, holding out his right hand. It shook despite the effort Bowen made to control it.

‘There’s your answer,’ Caleb said.

‘And what are your qualifications to tell me what I may or may not do?’ Bowen responded, his colour high with anger.

‘I’m a doctor,’ Caleb said. ‘A field surgeon in the Army of the South.’

Bowen did not respond, his eyes searching Caleb’s face. All anger and indignation drained from him and he nodded. ‘Very well, doctor. Burrell here has everything you need.’

Inside the crib room, Caleb allowed Bowen to inspect the man’s injury as Amos set the Gladstone bag and oak box down on the bench. The crib room smelled of unwashed bodies, blood and fear. A fire had been lit in the hearth and a large pot of water had been set to boil. The injured man’s two companions crouched beside the fire, stoking it into life. Caleb wiped his forehead, as the heat in the room began to rise.

Adelaide pointed to the box. ‘Is that what you wanted?’

He nodded. ‘Thank you, Mrs Greaves.’

She did not move. ‘I’ve also brought bandages and cloths. Can I help?’

He studied her face, noting the fierce set of her chin and the determined light in her eyes. ‘Do you faint at the sight of blood?’

‘No.’

He slipped the catches on the box and opened the lid, revealing the gleaming instruments laid out on dark blue velvet, like fine jewellery.

Adelaide drew in an audible breath and he cast her a warning glance. ‘You can go now,’ he said.

She shook her head. ‘What do you want me to do?’

‘You can start by seeing to the instruments’ sterilisation. Put them in the boiling water.’

Sterilisation of medical equipment before operations had been a new concept during the war—and not one he’d had time to adhere to in the fury of battle—but here and now he had time and he needed to make sure he did everything right. If he failed …

He turned to Bowen. ‘Doctor, what is your opinion?’

Bowen glanced at the shining knife in Adelaide’s hand. ‘You have no alternative,’ he said.

Relieved to have his diagnosis confirmed, Caleb nodded. ‘Despite what I said before, I would appreciate your advice.’

‘But—’ Bowen began then nodded. ‘Thank you. You’ll find what you need in my bag.’

Caleb opened the Gladstone bag and did a quick inventory of the contents. Chloroform and morphine. Thank God. The man didn’t need to suffer.

He turned to the man on the table, who looked up at him with wide, frightened eyes.

‘What’s your name?’ Caleb asked, although he knew the answer. He needed to distract the man as he prepared the syringe of morphine.

‘Geordie. I’m from Newcastle,’ he said. ‘That’s what they call us all. Me name’s George Holdway.’ He screwed up his face and looked at Caleb. ‘What’s yours?’

‘Caleb Hunt.’

‘You’re that Yankee they’re all talkin’ about.’

Caleb smiled. ‘Call me a Yankee again, friend, and you’re not getting any of this morphine.’

A glimmer of a smile caught the man’s dry lips.

Thank God for morphine, Caleb thought as he watched the pain in the man’s eyes dull. It had been in short supply in the war and he had had to become adept at amputating limbs from fully conscious men. Not a skill any doctor would wish to master.

‘I’m going to look at your hand again, Geordie. I’ll be as gentle as I can but …’

‘Do what you have to, doc,’ Geordie mumbled.

The miner must have had nerves of steel. Despite the pain relief, his body tensed and he grimaced during the examination but he did not utter a sound.

Caleb straightened and shook his head. His first diagnosis had been correct. The miner’s hand was shattered beyond repair.

‘You’ve got to do something to save his hand.’ The man who swung the mallet looked wretched.

‘Too many small bones,’ Caleb said and laid a hand on the stricken man’s shoulder. ‘It wasn’t your fault. It’s a dangerous job.’

The miner flinched under Caleb’s touch. ‘We know the risks, but we’ve been working as a team for five years. We prided ourselves on being the fastest and the best …’ He looked away, ashamed of the tears that ran in rivulets down his dusty face.

Caleb turned to Bowen. ‘Are you sober enough to administer the chloroform?’

Bowen met his hard gaze. ‘I am.’

‘And you two?’ He turned to Geordie’s comrades. ‘I need a couple of men with stout stomachs.’

‘He’s our mate, we ain’t going anywhere.’

Caleb looked into the faces of the two nuggety miners and understood. Miners, like soldiers, formed strong bonds. They introduced themselves as Len and Alf. If they had surnames, they could wait.

Silence fell over the room as Caleb completed his preparations. No one questioned him, and the miners moved without comment to obey his commands. Adelaide settled herself beside Geordie with a damp cloth, wiping the mud and sweat from the man’s face and talking to him as Bowen administered the chloroform.

Satisfied the patient was unconscious, Caleb set Bowen to watch Geordie’s breathing and directed the two miners to hold him still. Even unconscious, a patient could still move.

He rolled up his shirt sleeves, scrubbed his hands with carbolic soap and, taking a deep breath, applied the tourniquet. Then he picked up the first instrument—the curved amputation knife. The handle felt warm and familiar and he stilled his nerves, once more back in a blood-stained tent at the rear of the Confederate lines, the ground shaking beneath his feet at each cannon shot, the smell of blood, gore and powder mingling.

For a long moment, the breath stopped in his throat and he had to force his hand to become steady. A good field surgeon could amputate a limb in a few minutes and Caleb had been a good field surgeon.

Oh Shenandoah, I long to see you … The words of the song echoed in the back of his mind, calming him. He took a breath and set to work, his hands moving almost automatically with the skills he had long since locked away as belonging to a past he did not want to remember.

He had the damaged hand off with practised skill and, with the patient unconscious, had the luxury of allowing skin flaps to be sewn across the stump, making for a neater, more rounded finish.

As he straightened to look for a blanket to cover the patient, the two miners who had helped stood back, faces ashen, neither of them daring to look at the bloodied hand that had been wrapped in a cloth and put in the fire bucket.

For the first time, Caleb allowed himself to look at Adelaide. Like the miners, her face was pale, her lips no more than a slash, but her brown eyes met his without hesitation. She gave him a shaky smile and he let himself breathe again.

Only now did he venture to look at his own arms, red to the elbow with the man’s blood, which also spattered his clothes and face. He knew what was coming but he couldn’t show his weakness in front of the men. With as much calm as he could muster, he plunged his hands into a bucket of warm water and scrubbed at them with the carbolic soap as the water turned pink.

With a sharp order to Bowen to watch the patient, he walked to the door of the shed and out into the last of the daylight. Skirting behind the mine buildings he found a patch of bush away from sight and sound of the mine and was violently ill. He sat, shaking from head to toe, for as long as he dared allow himself, mindful he had a patient that needed him.

When he returned to the crib hut, Geordie was awake but groggy. Caleb checked the man’s pulse and breathing, relieved to find both were strong.

Leaning on the table, he looked down at the miner. ‘I had to take your hand, Geordie,’ he said.

The man closed his eyes, and a tear welled from beneath his lashes. ‘What’ll become of me?’

‘You’ll be alive,’ Caleb said. ‘I’ve seen many men make good lives for themselves.’

‘I only know mining.’

Caleb had no answer for that. ‘Shall I send for your wife?’ he asked.

Geordie shook his head and Len spoke up. ‘She’s in Melbourne, works as a navvy at one of the hotels down there. Geordie lodges with us. We’ll take him back to our place.’

The door opened and Cowper stomped in, Penrose hovering in his wake. ‘Shift’s not over yet. The two of you can finish up or your pay’ll be docked. We’ve lost enough time. Back to it.’

The men looked from the mine manager to Caleb.

‘Surely—’ Caleb began but Cowper cut him short.

‘This is not your concern, Hunt. I can’t afford to lose time over an accident.’

With mutinous glances at their employer, the two miners left the room. Caleb faced the mine manager across the body of the injured miner, who had lapsed into sleep or unconsciousness or something in between. At least his pulse was still strong and his breathing steady.

‘What now, Cowper?’

‘When he’s well enough we’ll pay him what he’s owed, his fare to Melbourne and a bit extra for his trouble and send him on his way. He’s no use to me without a hand.’

‘And what becomes of him back in Melbourne?’

‘That’s his business. Thank you for your trouble, doctor. Please send me your account and I will see it is paid.’ Cowper paused, his eyes narrowing. ‘This is a hard job, Hunt. There is no room for sentimentality. If you’ve plans to get into it, then you’d better learn that lesson here and now.’

Caleb shrugged. ‘I served for four years in the Army of the Confederacy, Cowper. I lost my sentimentality a long time ago.’

Cowper studied him. ‘I don’t believe that for a moment, Hunt.’

‘Who’s going to care for this man during his recovery?’

‘I have an arrangement with the Australis Hotel. The mine’ll pay for him to lodge there and Mrs Chauncey can tend him until he’s strong enough to travel.’

‘Is she a nurse?’

‘She does nursing and generally nobody dies,’ Cowper said.

Adelaide coughed and Cowper shot her a sharp glance.

‘This town needs a proper hospital with qualified staff,’ Caleb said, looking at Bowen for support.

Cowper shrugged. ‘And who’ll pay for that?’

‘The mine—’

‘It’s been months since we’ve hit a paying seam. The shareholders are getting impatient. Until we can find the main seam, I am hard put to pay the men’s wages. Until then, it’s Mrs Chauncey.’

‘No!’ Adelaide came around the table to face the mine manager. ‘I will not permit you to send this man to Chauncey. You know what happened last time.’ She turned to Bowen. ‘That boy who got his foot caught in a trolley? He died, Cowper.’

Bowen shuffled his feet. ‘He did. Wound turned gangrenous, and I told you then that alternative arrangements should be made.’

Caleb glared at Cowper. ‘What price is a man’s life?’

Cowper met his eyes without blinking. ‘Do you really want to know? These men are skilled workers. Without a hand, he’s worth nothing. If he was foolish enough to get injured, that’s his look out.’ He turned to Adelaide. ‘I pay two pounds for the man’s care. That’s it. Not a penny more.’

‘Two pounds? We would do it for nothing,’ Adelaide replied.

Cowper’s mouth tightened. ‘Very well if you want the care of him, you can have it. Get this man out of here. I have work to do. Penrose!’

But Penrose lingered after the door slammed shut.

Caleb rounded on his friend. ‘You just take that from him, Penrose? I thought better of you than that.’

Penrose swallowed. ‘I don’t always approve of my uncle’s decisions, but he is my uncle and I am dependent on him. Let me know if there is anything else you need.’

‘Just a couple of sturdy men to take him down to the post office.’ Caleb turned to Adelaide. ‘Bowen and I will clean up here. You see him settled. Just throw anything of mine in my box and I’ll find a bed elsewhere. I have imposed on you long enough.’

‘Where will you go?’ Adelaide asked.

Caleb shrugged. ‘This town isn’t short of accommodation. That’s my concern, not yours.’

On the table, Geordie moaned and tried to sit up. Caleb hurried to the man’s side, stilling him with a hand on the shoulder. Two burly men entered the room without knocking.

‘You need him carried somewhere?’

‘Yes, the post office.’

Adelaide tucked the blanket around the injured man and the men lifted Geordie onto the stretcher without much gentleness. Caleb stood at the door, watching as they loaded him onto a handcart and trundled him down the hill in a grim procession. He turned back to the crib room where he found Bowen washing the surgical instruments in hot water.

‘It’s a fine set of instruments you have here,’ Bowen said. ‘I’ve not seen their like.’

Caleb set the saw back in the box where it nestled snuggly in its velvet-lined bed. ‘My father gave them to me when I graduated,’ he said. ‘I couldn’t have predicted how much use they’d have in the years that followed.’

He slumped onto a bench and buried his head in his hands as the noise and fury, the blood and screams of battle and its aftermath flooded his memory.

Bowen’s hand rested on his shoulder. ‘We all have our secrets, Hunt, and now we know yours. The doctor who doesn’t want to be a doctor.’

Caleb lowered his hands and willed the demons to return to their places. ‘I’ll have a swig of your flask if you’ve got anything left, Bowen,’ he said.

The doctor handed a battered silver flask to him and he took a swallow, letting the rough liquor burn the back of his throat.

‘Now whose hand is shaking?’ Bowen observed.

Caleb held out his right hand and gave a snort of ironic laughter. ‘I haven’t practiced since the war.’ Caleb drained the dregs from Bowen’s flask. ‘You’ve been an army surgeon, Bowen. You understand?’

Bowen sat down beside him and took the flask back, shaking the last drops onto the floor. ‘Trouble was, I didn’t know any other trade, but the memories came and I drank to forget. Then I came to Australia to forget but the memories and the drink followed me.’ He heaved a sigh. ‘I’m not much of a doctor, Hunt, but until now I’ve been all that this town has and despite this—’ he held up the flask, ‘—I think I’ve saved more souls than I’ve lost. You did well today.’ He paused and studied Caleb with bright eyes. ‘You’ve a skill I never had.’

‘What’s that?’

‘An instinct for doctoring. You can deny it all you like, but that’s a calling that will keep nagging at your heels. Forget this bloody gold mine. The town needs more than just me.’

This time Caleb laughed as he shook his head. ‘I’m never going back to medicine, Bowen. I swore that the day I walked out of Elmira Prison. Haven’t thought about it for seven years, and I’m sure as hell not going to start thinking about it now.’

Bowen shrugged and pocketed his empty flask. ‘If that’s the way it is, Hunt, it’s a waste. Now let’s finish up here and see to Geordie.’

The two men set about clearing the room, sending the detritus to the boiler to burn. By the time they had finished, the shadows were long. In the town the picnic festivities had concluded and the good ladies were cleaning up the debris. The more jovial had moved to the pubs but no one, it seemed, patronised the Australis Hotel. Unlike other hostelries in town, it bore an air of neglect, the unpainted boards silvered and covered in moss in places. A rank smell of stale beer and overcooked cabbage issued from the open door.

Caleb glanced at Bowen as they passed. ‘You permitted this arrangement?’

‘Without an alternative, what choice did I have? There are not so many accidents at the mine and most survive.’

‘But not the last one.’

A shadow crossed the doctor’s eyes. ‘No, not the last one, but I don’t think even the best of hospitals could’ve saved him. There’s a new hospital in Sale, a good day’s coach ride from Shady Creek. When he’s strong enough let’s see about that option.’

They reached the Britannia Hotel and the path that led to a small weatherboard cottage halfway up the hill.

Bowen stopped and pointed at the neat little cottage. ‘That’s the doctor’s house, kindly provided by the burghers of this town. I’ll leave you here, Hunt. You are more than capable of seeing to your patient.’

‘He’s not my patient.’

Bowen’s mouth quirked into a smile. ‘Oh, but I think he is.’ He patted Caleb’s shoulder. ‘We’ll talk tomorrow.’

‘Nothing to talk about,’ Caleb said, but the little doctor had already turned away.

Caleb watched him climb the path, his Gladstone bag bumping against his leg.

‘Nothing to talk about,’ he repeated under his breath.


Fourteen

Adelaide sat at the kitchen table, a full cup of tea cooling in front of her. She looked at the unedifying liquid and up at the clock on the mantelpiece. It showed nearly eleven, but she had no desire to go to bed. Her mind still reeled from the day’s events and despite the knowledge she had to work on the morrow, she knew sleep would not come easily.

An uneasy silence had settled over the town. Unlike many of the other mines that comprised the goldfields, the proximity of the Maiden’s Creek mine to the town made the incident personal. An injury to one of their own affected the whole town deeply.

Netty, at Caleb’s insistence, had gone to bed and Caleb sat with the injured man. Adelaide glanced out the open back door to where the light from a lantern spilled from Mick’s shed. She got up and made fresh tea, then carried two pannikins down the path to the shed.

Caleb sat on a hard wooden chair, his feet stretched out in front of him, crossed at the ankles. He wore his waistcoat unbuttoned and a clean shirt, open at the neck. He leaned back, arms behind his head, and for a moment she thought he must be asleep but he jerked upright at her gentle knock.

‘I brought you tea,’ she said. She handed him the pannikin.

A smile quirked the corners of his mouth. ‘You know how much I do love a good cup of tea,’ he said.

‘It’s hot and wet. Be grateful. How is he?’

Caleb shrugged. ‘I’ve dosed him with laudanum. He’ll probably sleep till morning.’

‘And you?’

‘I’ll sit with him tonight. Tomorrow is another day.’ When she didn’t move, he said, ‘Are you going to ask me for an explanation?’

‘We all have our secrets, Caleb.’

He gave a hollow laugh. ‘Hardly a secret, now.’

‘No.’ She leaned against the wall and took a sip of her tea. ‘Very well, I am curious. What you did today … You are an extraordinary doctor, Caleb.’

He shook his head. ‘No. I’m not. I was a doctor in Charlottesville before the war.’ He paused. ‘And a field surgeon during the war. I became very good at amputating limbs. That doesn’t make me extraordinary.’

She frowned. ‘But didn’t you say you were a Quaker? Surely the Quakers do not believe in conflict?’

He let out a long exhalation of breath. ‘I said my father was a Quaker. Not me. I am afraid the day I walked off the farm to take up a scholarship to study medicine was the day I renounced my father’s beliefs.’

‘I see. What did your father have to say about that?’

‘He forgave me,’ Caleb said, his voice raw with emotion. ‘Again and again, he forgave me for the decisions I made in life.’ He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. He looked down at the floor as he said, ‘He was a better man than I will ever be.’

In the silence that followed he stood, abandoning his mug of tea, and stepped past her into the clear night.

Leaving her tea on the table, Adelaide joined him and they stood side by side, looking up at the stars as they had done on Christmas Day.

‘I think your father would have been proud of you tonight,’ Adelaide said at last.

‘I was a prisoner for the last fifteen months of the war,’ he said. ‘I had spent three years hacking off broken limbs and pulling Minié balls from the bodies of boys barely old enough to shave, and I thought I had seen the worst one human being can do to another. Then came Elmira. No food, no water, too many bodies crammed in together. It bred disease like nothing I had seen, and worst of all, there was nothing I could do. I had no means to ameliorate the suffering. That was when I swore to God that I would never practice as a doctor again.’

She turned to him, seeing his profile in the dim light of the lantern. His eyes were lost in dark shadows but the pain radiated from him like a physical force. She reached up and touched his face, the tips of her fingers grazing his unshaven cheek. He caught her hand and held it fast, turning her to face him.

His forefinger slid along the line of her jaw, and she froze. Even her breath seemed to have stopped in her throat as Caleb traced a line of fire over her skin that made her quiver beneath his touch. He cupped the curve of her head, his thumbs caressing the soft flesh beneath her jaw, drawing her towards him.

Adelaide closed her eyes, mesmerised by his touch. Her body ached for more, like a starving man being shown a banquet. She breathed in the scent of Caleb, the faint sandalwood overlaid with carbolic and the exertion of the day. Something forgotten stirred within her and she recognised it as desire. That long suppressed hunger for the touch of a man.

It had never been like this with Richard.

Caleb’s breath brushed her hair and he lowered his head. ‘My Adelaide,’ he whispered.

At the first touch of his lips on hers, she sagged in his grip. He pulled away but she straightened and this time their lips touched with resolve.

His fingers tangled in her hair as he drew her closer. She pressed against him, every nerve in her body tingling. In the back of her mind, a small voice shrieked a warning. But she pushed her conscience away.

She wanted this man, wanted to take him to her bed—

‘Mama!’

A shriek from the house cut through the fog of her desire like a lightning bolt. She stumbled away from Caleb, grasping for the wall of the shed to steady herself.

‘Danny—nightmare. He gets nightmares,’ she said, hardly able to get the words out.

Caleb stood quite still, a shadow in the faint light. ‘You’d better go then, Adelaide,’ he said, his voice husky. He coughed. ‘Probably for the best.’

She took a steadying breath and strode towards the back door, letting it open and shut behind her with a soft thump. She stumbled to the table, leaning heavily on the reassuring solidity of the well-scrubbed wood.

‘For the best,’ she repeated to herself. ‘What were you thinking?’

But she recognised the thoughts that had passed through her mind as Caleb had held her, the wanton desire to be held and to be loved in every possible way. Whatever happened tomorrow, her life had just turned onto an uncertain path. One she had avoided for ten years.
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Caleb sank down on the bench outside the shed and buried his head in his hands.

What have I done?

What had Bowen said? ‘An instinct for doctoring, Hunt. You can deny it all you like but that’s a calling that will keep nagging at your heels.’

In one day, he had undone the carefully constructed facade he had built around himself. All the hard work he had put into sending his training and his experience into a dark corner, to deny his calling, and it had taken one injured man to bring it all back.

And then there was Adelaide.

Was he going mad? A woman he had known a few weeks had turned his world upside down.

And she had wanted him, willed him to kiss her, to touch her … It had been a long, long time since anyone had come to him with such desire. For just a few moments he had lost all sense of himself. It was as if she had dissolved into his very being.

Thank God they had been interrupted.

He shook his head, trying to clear it of these conflicting and unwanted emotions. He looked at the house. The kitchen lay in darkness but a faint thread of light escaped the curtains in Adelaide’s bedroom.

The incident with Adelaide had been a reaction to the day’s events, nothing more. They had been thrown together in a tense situation. That had been all, but would she see it that way?

Caleb returned to his vigil beside the injured man, and as he sat watching Geordie’s restless sleep, he made a decision. He couldn’t stay in Maiden’s Creek. He had allowed himself to be drawn into the affairs of this little town and had started to care about the people he met, something he had avoided for the last seven years; when he’d started to feel that loss of control, he had simply moved on. If he stayed now, he would never regain that independence. He needed space and time to think through how to avoid the threads of familiarity that were even now circling his heart.
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As another hot day dawned, Adelaide stood at the kitchen table humming as she cut into a fresh loaf of bread. The back door was open and she could hear Netty’s voice coming from Mick’s shed. She smiled and touched her lips as if the memory of that stolen kiss still lingered. What would she say to Caleb when he came in for breakfast? Would he look at her as he had last night, with hunger in his eyes? The thought sent a pleasurable tingle down her spine.

Netty returned to the kitchen, shutting the door behind her and setting a tray down on the table. ‘Was that you singing?’ she asked.

Adelaide smiled. ‘Is it a crime to sing?’

‘It is when you do it,’ Netty said.

Adelaide opened her mouth to protest but had to admit the truth of that statement. She loved music, had once played the piano with consummate skill, but she could not hold a note.

‘How’s Geordie?’

Netty sat down and buttered a slice of bread. ‘No fever. That’s a mercy. And he ate a good breakfast, but he’s in a deal of pain.’

Adelaide glanced at the back door. ‘Is Caleb still sitting with him? Will he join us for breakfast?’

Netty set the half-eaten bread down on her plate. ‘He’s gone,’ she said. ‘Woke me at first light and told me to fetch Bowen for the care of the man.’

Adelaide stared at her. ‘Gone?’

Netty fumbled in the pocket of her apron. ‘He said to give you this,’

Adelaide took the folded paper and rose. ‘I—’ she began, but the betraying tears were already welling in her throat.

In the privacy of her bedroom, she sat on her bed, turning the paper over in her hands, afraid of what it might say. Then, taking a deep breath, she unfolded it and stared, without seeing, at the hasty, impatient letters scrawled in pencil.

My dear Mrs Greaves …

Her heart fell. She hadn’t been Mrs Greaves last night. She had been Adelaide, his Adelaide.

My dear Mrs Greaves,

Please forgive my unfortunate behaviour last night. It was unworthy of me and a slight on you. I have no words to thank you for your kindness and friendship of the last weeks, at a time when I needed both. However, the time has come for me to move onto my claim at Shenandoah Creek and see what, if anything, can be found there. As for Mr Holdway, Maiden’s Creek has a competent doctor and there should be no further need for any interference from me.

My very best regards and thanks to young Danny and Miss Redley.

Caleb

She let her hand fall and the paper fluttered to the ground as Netty stuck her head around the door.

‘So, where’s he gone?’

‘Up to his claim at Pretty Sally.’ The unshed tears stuffed her nose and her words came out muffled with her disappointment—her grief—at his abandonment.

Netty entered the room, shutting the door behind her. She sat down beside Adelaide on the bed. ‘That’s not far. It’s not like he’s hightailed it to Sydney. Don’t fret for him.’

‘I’m not fretting. Just something in my eye.’

Netty frowned. ‘I know you too well, Adelaide,’ she said and put an arm around Adelaide’s waist, drawing her into her embrace.

Adelaide rested her shoulder on Netty’s dependable shoulder as she had done all those years ago and, through her tears, related the bare details of their unexpected tryst.

Netty snorted. ‘Men! He’ll be back.’

‘Why would you think that?’ Adelaide thrust the cold, hard little note at her friend.

Netty read it and shrugged. ‘I’ve eyes in my head. I’ve seen the way you look at each other when you think the other can’t see,’ she said. ‘He just needs time to sort his thoughts out, I wager. You mark my words.’


Fifteen

8 January 1872

Adelaide nearly missed the path that led to Shenandoah Creek. She slithered down the winding track, arriving at a clearing beside the creek hot and breathless. She paused to catch her breath, scanning the mine working for any sign of Caleb. The flap of a canvas tent had been tied back, revealing that it had been pitched hard against what looked to be a rough mine adit.

She crouched down and held her hand over the embers of the fire. They were still warm and a billy hung from a metal spike over the fire pit, but of the man himself she could see no evidence.

She stood up and looked up and down stream. If he’d gone prospecting further along the creek, he could be gone all day.

Adelaide scrabbled up the steep, rocky slope beside the adit to see if she could find a vantage point to get a better view of the creek. Balancing precariously, she put her hands to her mouth. ‘Cooee!’

The bushman’s summons echoed through the valley, causing a flock of birds to rise, startled and indignant, into the air.

She called again and this time she saw movement about a hundred yards down the creek. Caleb must have been working the gold pan but now he stood, searching the hills for the source of the call. She waved her hat and he raised his hand in acknowledgement. He stooped and threw his shirt over one shoulder as he turned for the encampment.

Adelaide slithered down the slope and sat on the log beside the campfire to wait for him. He came into view, still limping from his recent injury. He could never be described as a big man, not like Amos Burrell, but his height gave a lie to his strength and well-defined muscles rippled beneath the sun-darkened skin. A whitened, puckered scar marred the definition of his left bicep, a legacy, she supposed, of the American conflict.

He pulled the shirt over his head as he approached her and ran a hand through his dusty hair. ‘Adelaide, what brings you out here?’

Adelaide crossed one trousered leg over the other, swinging her booted foot.

‘I am a postmistress and I am delivering your mail.’ She unbuckled her satchel and held out the letter from Alfred Bowen.

He took it without looking at it. With his other hand he made an extravagant gesture from the crown of her favourite wide-brimmed felt hat to the toe of her riding boots. ‘And this fetching ensemble?’

Adelaide made a show of straightening the waistcoat she wore over the man’s shirt. ‘Sadly, my riding habit is being mended,’ she said in a tone heavily laced with irony. ‘I find this a more practical outfit for riding in the Australian bush.’

His eyebrow quirked and the slow, familiar smile tugged at his mouth. ‘I think it becomes you,’ he said.

She ignored this remark.

He looked down at the letter in his hand. ‘I thought Mick delivered your mail?’

‘Call this one a special delivery,’ she replied. ‘I wanted to see you.’

The smile vanished and he looked up at her. ‘Adelaide, I—’

‘I am just curious as to why you felt it necessary to run away? Were you running from me or the consequences of letting me see a glimpse of the real Caleb Hunt?’

He flicked the envelope he held. ‘It wasn’t you, Adelaide.’ A muscle in his cheek twitched as he looked away. ‘I just need some time to think.’

‘And did you reach any conclusions?’

He nodded. ‘Yes, I concluded that I love this country. I love the smell of the eucalypts and the strange animals. There’s this big, hairy, pig-like animal that snuffles around my camp at night.’

Adelaide smiled. ‘A wombat. He won’t hurt you. He’s just after food.’

‘He is on a mission, for sure.’ Caleb glanced behind him, in the direction from which he had come. ‘And just down the creek, the water gets deeper. I’ve seen an animal in there. I thought it was a water rat but it has a bill, like a duck. I think it’s called a platypus. I remember seeing pictures of it at school.’

‘And when you start mining here, what will become of those animals?’

Caleb shrugged. ‘I’ve found a few grains of alluvial gold in the creek but not enough to make my fortune yet.’

Adelaide stood up and gestured at the letter. ‘I need to take an answer back.’

She knew what it said. Bowen had told her that now Geordie was out of danger, he wanted to send him down to the new hospital in Sale and he thought Caleb should go with him. Caleb could explain the situation and what had been done for Geordie better than anyone else in the town.

Adelaide watched as he read the short note, a dark lock of hair falling across his eyes. His shoulders tensed and he looked up.

‘You know what he’s asking me to do?’

‘Yes.’

‘If I’m going down to Sale, this might be a good opportunity to go looking for Hannigan. I can get the Sale coach straight through to Melbourne and there’s sure to be transport up to Creswick.’

‘You don’t know he’s in Creswick. What if he’s gone further west?’

‘I have to start somewhere.’

Adelaide’s heart sank. She had hoped Bowen’s missive might serve to bring Caleb back to Maiden’s Creek, not drive him further away. ‘What do you hope to achieve by tracking Hannigan down? He won’t have your money or your equipment.’

‘Personal satisfaction.’

‘Another excuse to run,’ Adelaide said. ‘That’s it, isn’t it, Caleb Hunt? Whenever anything or anyone gets too close to you, you run.’

He said nothing, his very silence his answer.

‘One day you will have to stop running and turn and face whatever demons are pursuing you.’

They stood looking at each other, the challenge in the silence stretching between them.

Caleb broke her gaze and looked around his encampment. ‘Tell Bowen, I need an hour or two to break camp,’ he said. ‘And it’s a good three-hour walk back into town. More with my leg.’

‘I brought you a horse from Sones’s stable. You will find it tethered to a tree up there.’ Adelaide pointed up the track. With a toss of her head, she flicked her long plait over her shoulder and she strode off.

‘If you wait a while, I’ll come with you,’ he called after her.

Adelaide did not turn around. ‘I’m not waiting for you,’ she said.


Sixteen

Getting Geordie to Sale had not been easy. No direct route had been cut from Maiden’s Creek, so they had hitched a ride on an empty wagon heading down to Port Albert. If Caleb had thought the Shady Creek track rough, it was a boulevard compared to this rough bush trail. It must have been a difficult ride for Geordie but he bore it without complaint, and at Rosedale they picked up the coach from Melbourne.

Caleb had left his patient in the care of a competent doctor in a pristine new hospital. As he said his farewells, Geordie asked if Caleb would be returning to Maiden’s Creek.

Caleb shook his head. ‘I’ll buy a horse here and then I’m heading for Melbourne and on to the western goldfields.’

‘Why?’

‘Got to find a man who owes me money,’ Caleb said, but even as he spoke, he struggled to find the conviction in his words.

‘Forget ’im,’ Geordie said. ‘You’ve got a grand girl in Maiden’s Creek. Why’d you want to give her up?’

Caleb had no answer for that.

He purchased a handsome grey gelding he named Shadow for sentimental reasons: in memory of the loyal, gentle animal who had borne him from his father’s farm and through the early years of the war. When the first Shadow died in a hail of Minié bullets, Caleb had mourned for him as he would have his best friend.

As he left Sale, the clouds hung heavy and the air had the consistency of damp wool. In the distance the flashes of lightning and thunder the bush people so dreaded rolled over the countryside.

Ten miles out of Shady Creek, the rain began as a few heavy drops that quickly became sheets of torrential rain. He arrived at Shady Creek at nightfall, drenched to the skin and in a foul mood. His leg ached and he wanted nothing more than dry clothes and a good feed. He saw Shadow stabled, dried and fed before hoisting his satchel and stomping into the pub from which he had set out with such high hopes only a few weeks earlier.

The proprietors of the Shady Creek pub, who he remembered as Ethel and Ernest Gulliver, fussed over him. Mrs Gulliver insisted on taking his wet clothes to dry by the kitchen fire. Considering the few coins in his purse, Caleb paid for a bed in the bunkhouse.

He took his dinner of stew washed down with a beer in the front parlour of the hotel. Dry and replete, he sat back with another beer and watched the rain dripping through the ceiling into a wooden bucket.

A family seated at a table in the far corner appeared to be the only other travellers. Caleb studied them without much interest. A husband, a wife, a fretful boy of about three or four and a young woman with a pockmarked face. From her plain clothes and subservient manner, Caleb took to her be the maid.

The wife rubbed her temples and grimaced. ‘Take Robbie to bed. I simply can’t take his grizzling any more.’

‘Yes, ma’am,’ the maid replied and shepherded the child out of the parlour with a quick apologetic smile at Caleb.

The husband and wife turned back to their meal.

‘Come on, dear, eat up,’ the husband said. ‘It’s been a long day.’

The woman pushed the food around her plate and stared at it with distaste. ‘I’m sorry, I have a terrible headache. Forgive me, but I will retire for the night.’

She pushed back her chair and Caleb watched her unsteady progress through to the accommodation in the back rooms. Something about her high colour and bright eyes made him uneasy.

Her husband caught Caleb’s glance and shrugged. ‘It’s probably something we ate last night,’ he said. ‘Nothing a good night’s sleep won’t mend.’

Caleb nodded and looked down at the gristly remains of his own dinner, congealing on the tin plate. ‘Indeed, sir,’ he agreed. ‘It is no surprise more of us don’t succumb.’

But he watched the door through which the woman had gone with a troubled feeling that something more than just a queasy stomach ailed her.

[image: image]

Caleb woke to the patter of rain on the tin roof. He lay on the bunk bed with his hands behind his head. Shady Creek stood at the crossroads. One path led to Melbourne and onto the western goldfields and the other path led back to Maiden’s Creek. To take that step down the path to Melbourne would take him away from Maiden’s Creek, from Adelaide.

The old restlessness tugged at him and he pushed thoughts of Adelaide to the back of his mind. Even if he didn’t find Hannigan at Creswick or beyond, there was always the lure of adventures in another part of the colony. Money to be made or lost at cards or even the prospect of that speck of gold at the bottom of a pan. Adelaide would be better off without him.

Caleb swung his feet off the bed and scratched his chin. He would push on to Buneep, the next major town on the road to Melbourne, when the weather cleared.

The rain persisted and he whiled away the morning in the stable, getting to know Shadow and polishing the second-hand tack he had bought. Amos Burrell arrived just before lunch with the Maiden’s Creek coach. The man and his two sturdy horses were soaked to the bone and mired in mud. After Amos saw to his horses, he joined Caleb on the front verandah to eat his lunch. The two men sat in companionable silence watching the steady rain dripping off the roof.

‘Heading back today?’ Caleb asked at last.

‘The road through to Maiden’s Creek is bloody impossible,’ Amos said. ‘By rights I should stay here until it’s safe to go on.’ He lowered his voice and jerked his head at the front parlour window. ‘But ’im inside is insistent I carry ’em today.’

‘Who is he?’

‘Murray, chief clerk at the Bank of Victoria. Thinks he’s Mr ’igh and Mighty.’ Amos blew out a breath. ‘I’ll take ’em on but I don’t think we’ll get beyond the Thompson River guesthouse today, despite what ’is nibs in there would like.’

Caleb took a sip of the tea Mrs Gulliver provided. It tasted like hot dishwater.

‘It’s none of my business,’ Amos said with his mouth full, ‘but whatever’s going on between you and Missus Greaves. She thinks you’re gone for good and she’s been like a parson with a long face since you left.’

When Caleb didn’t answer, Amos shrugged. ‘Like I said, none of my business, but it’s worrying Netty and what worries Netty worries me.’

Caleb looked at the black leaves swirling in the bottom of his mug, wondering what they foretold. ‘It’s nothing. I just had to see Geordie to Sale. That’s it.’

‘So you’re coming back?’

‘Of course I’m coming back,’ Caleb snapped. Eventually … maybe …

The two men lapsed into silence.

The rain eased in the early afternoon and Amos judged it time to make a move. The Murray family came out onto the verandah to wait while Amos brought the coach around.

Caleb glanced at Mrs Murray. The rain had brought cool weather and she huddled, shivering, in a heavy cloak, the hood pulled up over her head, leaving the maid to deal with the irritable child.

As Amos stowed the family’s baggage, Caleb stepped forward to help the woman into the coach. The hand she held out to him burned, the skin dry, and when she turned her face to thank him, her cheeks were flushed and her eyes bright. His doctor’s eye saw something else: a rash around her mouth, spreading out across her face.

‘You’re not well, Mrs Murray,’ he said. ‘I suggest you see Dr Bowen as soon as you get into town.’

‘Thank you, sir,’ she said in a wavering voice. ‘It is just something I ate. I will be glad to be home in my own bed.’

‘Where have you been?’

‘Visiting with my sister in Melbourne,’ she said with the ghost of a smile.

‘Lizzie, get in the coach. The sooner we leave, the sooner we’ll be home,’ her husband chided.

Caleb helped the maid up into the coach and lifted the child in after her. As he raised the footstep and closed the door, the maid turned to look at him. Her mouth moved and for a fleeting moment he thought she had mouthed the words ‘Help us’, but the coach had begun to move.

Caleb glanced up at the scudding clouds. Patches of blue had appeared and it looked like the afternoon would stay fine. Time to go. He saddled Shadow and set out on the road to Buneep, but each step along the muddy road took him further away from Maiden’s Creek and he felt the wrench as something physical.

‘You’ve got a grand girl waiting for you. Why’d you want to give her up?’ Geordie had said.

He didn’t want to give her up. All he had to do was turn his horse and take the road north into the mountains. North to Maiden’s Creek. North to home …

Just a few miles to Buneep, he told himself, and you can consider your options there.

The thought of Buneep brought back his last conversation with Mrs Gulliver as he settled his account.

‘Glad to see the back of the Murrays,’ she had said.

‘Why’s that?’ Caleb enquired without interest, counting out his coins.

‘Mrs Murray made a right mess in their room and despite what he said, it wasn’t nothing I served ’em. She was sick when she arrived. That pub at Buneep serves rancid meat in their stews.’

Eating at the Buneep pub was to be avoided, Caleb thought.

He wondered if the Murrays would get through to Maiden’s Creek. Mr Murray certainly seemed in a hurry, but that was understandable if his wife was unwell. He turned over the symptoms in his mind. Fever, aches and vomiting could all be attributable to a dose of rancid meat but a rash around her mouth?

The answer hit him with the force of a Minié ball.

He hauled so hard on Shadow’s reins that the horse went down on his hindquarters. Caleb turned the animal and put his heels to him.

He reached Shady Creek in the late afternoon and found Mrs Gulliver taking her leisure on the front verandah of the hotel with a cup of tea and a plate of scones.

Caleb swung off the horse, tethering Shadow’s reins to the front rail and ran up the steps to the verandah.

‘Mrs Gulliver, we have no time to waste.’

The woman started, slopping her tea over her hand. ‘Whatever is the matter, Mr Hunt? What brings you back so soon?’

‘Ma’am, I hate to ask this of you, but you have to burn everything that was in the Murray’s room. Furniture, sheets, towels—and scrub everywhere they went with carbolic.’

‘Whatever do you mean?’

Caleb took a deep, steadying breath. ‘I don’t wish to alarm you. I—I am a doctor and I think I know what ailed Mrs Murray.’

Mrs Gulliver stared at him, her kindly eyes troubled. ‘A doctor? I don’t understand … What ailed Mrs Murray?’

‘Smallpox.’ Caleb almost exhaled the word.

Mrs Gulliver’s delicate rose-decorated tea cup hit the verandah and shattered into pieces.

Caleb didn’t linger at the Shady Creek Hotel. He turned his tired horse northward, hoping to catch the travellers at the Thompson River guesthouse. He arrived well after dark, his horse too weary to go any further.

When he asked after the Murrays, the proprietor told him they had arrived late in the afternoon and insisted Amos take them through to Maiden’s Creek while the daylight lasted. Murray had even paid Amos extra.

‘He weren’t too happy, but a pound’s a pound,’ the man concluded. ‘Hope they got down Little John’s in one piece.’

The rain had started again and Caleb had to admit he would be foolish to continue on to Maiden’s Creek in the dark. He had to rest his horse and wait until morning.

He left at first light but the going was slow, the track deadly, with water-filled ruts and potholes. At the top of Little John’s Sleigh Ride, Caleb dismounted and led Shadow down the hill and even then he lost his footing several times and slid through the gloop. He arrived in Maiden’s Creek in the late afternoon and limped through town leading his tired, mud-caked and exhausted horse to the livery stable.

Caleb handed the dispirited animal over to Sones. ‘I’m looking for Amos Burrell,’ he said.

Sones jerked his head in the direction of the stable. ‘He’s in there seeing to his horses. Stupid fool came all the way through from Shady Creek last night and Mac’s gone lame.’

Caleb found Amos perched on the divider between horse stalls, chewing on a piece of straw and watching Mac. The horse’s head drooped and he was favouring his right foreleg, which sported a foul-smelling poultice.

‘Will he be all right?’ Caleb asked, rubbing the neck of the gentle giant.

‘Dunno,’ Amos said morosely. ‘I knew I shouldn’t ’ave brought ’em down Little John’s last night. Bastard Murray. Wasn’t worth the extra pound. Won’t be going down to Shady Creek until Mac’s up to it so that’s me income lost.’

‘And the Murrays? Where are they?’

Amos removed the straw from his mouth and his lip curled. ‘The missus was right poorly so ’is nibs insisted I drop ’em at the Britannia.’

Caleb swore. Murray had installed his family in a hotel right in the middle of Maiden’s Creek.

At the profanity, Amos looked up. ‘Something wrong?’

‘Yes. I hope I’m wrong, but just in case I’m not, Amos, you have to scrub out your coach—every inch—with carbolic. Trust me.’

Amos blinked and opened his mouth. He closed it again and nodded.

‘And your clothes, Amos. Burn them.’

Now it was Amos’s turn to swear. ‘You think I’m made of money? I think I should ’ave some sort of explanation.’

‘You’ll understand why you need to do this after I’ve spoken with Bowen.’ Caleb fondled Mac’s soft ears. ‘And you get better, old fellow. We may need you soon.’ He stepped out of the stall. ‘Where can I find Bowen?’

Amos gave a snort of laughter that made the horses start. ‘At ’ome, I dare say. Up to ’is ears in a whiskey bottle.’

Caleb set out for the doctor’s cottage on the hillside above the Britannia Hotel. His leg hurt like the very devil but he ignored it as he climbed the path to the small cottage sitting on an excavated plot of land. A wobbly handmade notice on the door read, BOWEN MD. KNOCK.

Caleb knocked and when he got no answer, he tried the handle. The door opened to a gloomy room that appeared to serve as parlour, kitchen and consulting room. A fug of alcohol and tobacco hung in the air. Bowen sat slumped in front of a dwindling fire, a whiskey bottle in one hand and a glass in the other. He looked up without interest.

‘Thought you were heading for Melbourne?’

Caleb took the whiskey bottle and glass from the doctor’s hand and pulled him to his feet by his shirt front. ‘I need you sober, Bowen. I need you to tell me I’m wrong because if I’m right, we have a medical emergency of monumental proportions.’

Bowen’s lip curled. ‘The mine? Didn’t hear the bell …’

‘Worse,’ Caleb said. ‘Smallpox.’

Bowen stared at him. The glazed look fell from his eyes. ‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph—’

‘We’re going to need all three.’ Caleb explained the situation and his suspicions.

Bowen nodded. ‘I fear you might be right. Give me a minute to wash my face and change my shirt.’

At the Britannia Hotel, business went on as usual. In the front bar, the proprietor—a cheerful Yorkshireman, introduced to Caleb by Bowen as ‘Yorkie’ Oldroyd—came out from behind the counter, wiping his hands on a cloth.

He shook Caleb’s hand with hearty goodwill. ‘Heard what you did for Geordie Holdway,’ he said. ‘Have a drink on me.’

‘We’re not here to drink,’ Caleb said. ‘Is there somewhere we can talk privately?’

Oldroyd ushered them into a small, dusty office. ‘What’s the matter?’ he asked with a nervous laugh.

‘Do you have the Murrays staying here?’ Caleb asked.

The humour drained from Oldroyd’s face and he glanced at the ceiling. ‘Aye. Came in last night. Murray said his wife was too poorly to go on to their home. I’ve not seen hide nor hair of ’em all day. I sent up some food but they told me to leave it at the door.’

‘Where is their home?’

‘They’ve a cottage on a piece of land just north of the Chinese gardens,’ Bowen answered.

‘So why didn’t they go straight home?’

Oldroyd tugged his moustache. ‘Murray had to carry the woman in. She couldn’t have gone any further.’

Caleb nodded. If he was right, and he still hoped he was wrong, the disease had moved quickly.

Oldroyd narrowed his eyes. ‘So what’s wrong with her?’

‘I can’t be sure,’ Caleb replied. ‘I saw her at Shady Creek and thought she was unwell but I put it down to something she ate. That’s probably all it is.’

Oldroyd snorted. ‘I’m not so green as I’m cabbage looking, Hunt. You wouldn’t come after her unless it was something serious. If it is that bad, then I need to know.’

‘Once we’ve seen her, you’ll be the first to know.’ Bowen cast a significant glance at Caleb. ‘Come on, Yorkie, we’re wasting time. Take us up to them.’

At the top of the stairs, Oldroyd rapped on a closed door with a number 3 painted neatly on it.

‘Go away,’ Murray said.

‘It’s Oldroyd. I’ve got the doctor with me.’

‘I didn’t send for a doctor.’

‘Open this door, Murray,’ Bowen said. ‘I heard Mrs Murray wasn’t well. Just wanted to check her over.’

From beyond the door they heard muffled voices and the scrape of furniture. The key turned in the lock and Murray peered around the edge of the door. Seeing Caleb, he frowned.

‘It’s you. What do you want?’

‘Dr Bowen is here to see your wife,’ Caleb said.

‘I didn’t send for him. Mrs Murray’s fine. Just a fever,’ he said.

Caleb pushed open the door, taking care to extricate the key from the lock and place it in his pocket.

‘Here—’ Murray protested as Bowen shut the door on the mystified Oldroyd.

The little family were closeted together in the hotel’s largest room. The sick woman lay in the double bed, lathered in fever.

She raised a hand. ‘Help me,’ she said.

Caleb and Bowen ignored Murray and crossed to the bed. Mrs Murray looked up at them with wide, frightened eyes. Caleb laid a hand on her arm and bent to inspect the rash on her face. Some of the spots had already begun to fill with pus. He looked up at Bowen.

Bowen nodded. ‘No doubt about it.’ He turned to Murray. ‘Your wife has smallpox.’

‘Nonsense. It’s just a fever,’ Murray said, but his tone had lost its conviction. He jerked a finger at Caleb. ‘Who’s he?’

‘This is Dr Hunt,’ Bowen replied.

Murray frowned. ‘Doctor?’

‘Yes,’ snapped Caleb. ‘I had my suspicions at Shady Creek so I came after you. Too late to prevent the idiocy of you lodging in a public house in the centre of town.’

‘He’s right,’ Bowen added. ‘You could not have done anything worse if you tried. Consider yourself now in quarantine, along with everyone in the hotel.’

The maid gave a cry and fell onto a chair, burying her face in her apron. ‘I tried to tell him, but he wouldn’t listen,’ she wailed.

‘Have you been in contact with anyone with a fever and a rash?’ Bowen asked.

Murray drew a breath, ready, no doubt, to bluster a denial but the maid jumped to her feet.

‘I said we shouldn’t have come back,’ she cried.

‘Be quiet, Posy,’ Murray barked.

Undeterred, the maid continued, ‘We was visiting the mistress’s sister in Melbourne. She had a new bairn she wanted to show the missus. We were staying with Mrs Evans and her family in Latrobe Street when Mrs Evans’s cook got taken ill. Missus said we had to leave at once, so we did. I’ve seen it before. I knew what it was.’ Posy’s voice rose to hysterical levels. ‘I told him.’ She pointed a finger at Murray.

‘We just have to get her home. She’ll be fine once we’re at home.’ Murray made a lunge for the door, but Caleb stepped in front of him. He caught the man by the arms and thrust him back.

‘You’re not going anywhere,’ Caleb said. ‘Your wife has smallpox. Do you not understand, man? If smallpox gets into this town, it will devastate the population.’

Murray’s bluff and bluster evaporated and he buried his face in his hands.

Caleb laid a hand on the man’s shaking shoulders. ‘What’s your wife’s name?’

‘Elizabeth—Lizzie,’ the man said, his voice muffled by his hands.

‘And your son?’ Caleb smiled at the little boy, who stared back at him with wide, frightened eyes.

‘Robert, and this is our maid—’

‘Posy Edwards, sir,’ the girl answered for herself in a small, tight voice. She touched her face with shaking fingers. ‘I had the smallpox when I was a girl. Does that mean I won’t get it?’

Caleb nodded. ‘What about you, Murray?’

The man thrust his sleeve up, revealing an ugly little scar on his left. He glanced at his son. ‘But not the boy or … or …’ He turned his stricken gaze on his wife.

Caleb did not reply. He returned to the sick woman and took her hand. He looked down into her feverish eyes.

‘I’m going to die, aren’t I?’ she said.

Caleb gathered up her hand. ‘Not everyone dies of smallpox, Mrs Murray.’

He left it to Bowen to give the woman a thorough examination.

When Bowen had concluded, the two men retired to a corner and conferred.

‘It’s still in the early stages. Chances are she wasn’t contagious up until now but we can’t take any chances. Town authorities need to be notified.’ Bowen turned to face Murray. ‘I’m sorry, Murray, but you leave us no choice. You and your family are in strict quarantine. We’re going to have to lock you in this room while we make alternative arrangements.’

‘I don’t understand. Why can’t we just go home?’ Murray said. ‘We won’t bother anyone.’

‘Moving your wife runs the risk of passing on the infection,’ Caleb said.

‘Don’t lock us in,’ Murray said, his lip quivering. ‘We’ll stay put, I promise, but don’t lock us in.’

Bowen considered the man. ‘I have your word?’

Murray looked at the floor and nodded.

Caleb glared at Bowen. Nothing in Murray’s behaviour had given him any cause to trust the man. ‘I don’t think that’s wise.’

‘I’m sure Murray’s a man of his word,’ Bowen said. ‘Now, you and I need to discuss this matter with the town council and make some plans to contain the risk of infection.’

Out in the corridor, they found Oldroyd leaning against the far wall and chewing his thumbnail. ‘Well?’ he said, straightening.

‘You have to shut the hotel, Yorkie,’ Bowen said. ‘You and everyone in it are now quarantined. No one in or out.’

Oldroyd stared at him. ‘Quarantined? Watcha mean?’

‘Mrs Murray has smallpox,’ Bowen said.

‘What?’ The colour flared in his face and he clenched his fists in impotent fury. ‘I want ’em out. Bringing pox into this house. I want ’em gone.’

‘Sorry, Oldroyd. Until we can find suitable accommodation for these people, no one is to enter or leave it, understand?’

‘But my customers—’

‘Will have to stay put.’ Caleb took a breath. ‘How many people in the hotel since the Murrays arrived?’

‘There’s the staff. I’ve got four of them and six regulars in the front bar. No other guests.’

Caleb saw fear in the man’s eyes and laid a hand on his shoulder. ‘You have to shut up the house, man. For your sake and everyone in this town.’

The landlord relaxed under Caleb’s hand. ‘You really a doctor?’

Without hesitation, Caleb nodded. ‘And I’ve seen smallpox before. Just do as Dr Bowen and I say and we can, God willing, keep the infection to just this family.’

‘What about you and Doc Bowen?’

‘We’ve been vaccinated.’

Oldroyd glared at the door to room three. ‘How long?’

‘Incubation can be up to fourteen days,’ Caleb said. ‘She’s in the early stages, so if you’ve come in to contact with her there’s a low chance of infection, but once we’ve got them out of here, you’re going to have to burn everything in that room.’

Oldroyd swore and rolled his eyes. ‘What did I do to deserve this?’

‘Not your fault, Yorkie. I’m sorry,’ Bowen said. ‘Come, Hunt. Police first and then the magistrates.’

‘Police?’ Oldroyd had gone pale.

‘We’ll have to put a guard on your door, Oldroyd,’ Caleb said. ‘Believe me, this is very serious.’

Outside, it had stopped raining and Caleb turned his face up to the cold, clear night. ‘What a mess, Bowen.’

‘Hopefully we’ve caught it.’ Bowen clapped him on the shoulder. ‘What a blessing you trusted to that instinct, Hunt. I told you it was good.’
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The members of the town council—Messrs Russell, Cowper and Mackie, together with Sergeant Maidment—met with Caleb and Bowen at the police station across the road from the Britannia Hotel.

The men did not need convincing about the seriousness of the situation and they agreed the Murrays had to be moved to a house well away from the town. Maidment knew of an abandoned property in good condition in a valley to the north and the family could be moved there in the morning. The health authorities in Melbourne would need to be advised and sufficient vaccine for the entire town requested. The Britannia would remain in quarantine.

When Caleb and Bowen took the plan to Murray, they found him in a highly agitated state. He refused to listen to them or to countenance any move to anywhere except his own home.

They returned to the committee, who had spent the last hour arguing about the wording of the public notice.

‘Bloody man,’ Cowper said. ‘Doesn’t he understand the risk he’s posing?’

‘No,’ Caleb replied. ‘His only thoughts are for himself and his dying wife. He’s not thinking beyond that.’

‘That leaves us with force,’ Maidment suggested.

‘It may come to that,’ Russell said, his face set in stone.

Cowper glanced at his watch. ‘It’s late, gentlemen, and we’re all tired. I suggest we adjourn this meeting until tomorrow morning, and return with suggestions about how to persuade Murray to move.’

Outside in the cool air, Caleb sighed. His leg ached and he longed for bed, any bed.

‘I suppose I could take a room at the Britannia,’ he said, looking at the now darkened hostelry, where only the glow of a pipe, marking where Constable Prewitt now stood guard by the front door, showed any sign of life.

‘Nonsense. Come with me,’ Bowen said. ‘I’ve a second bed. It’s not much, but it’s yours while you need it.’

Too tired to argue, Caleb followed the doctor up to his cottage. He had stowed his travelling chest with Will Penrose before leaving Maiden’s Creek and all he had was what he had carried in his satchel and now the urgency had passed, he realised how damp and mud spattered he was after the hard ride from Shady Creek.

Bowen lit a lamp and directed Caleb to the smaller of the two bedrooms, which contained a camp bed with a couple of blankets and a pillow.

‘It’s a bit rough,’ Bowen conceded as he poured large measures of whiskey into glasses. ‘There’s food in the meat safe.’

Caleb located a wedge of stale bread and a hunk of dry cheese. It would do. He carried the meagre meal over to the table and offered it to Bowen, who declined.

‘You did well to identify the illness,’ Bowen said.

‘Not well enough. I could have intercepted the coach and we would not be in the position we are now.’

Bowen’s fingers curled around his glass but before he could raise it to his lips, Caleb put a restraining hand on the man’s wrist.

‘Bowen, this town needs you sober.’

Bowen snorted and shook off his hand. ‘I’ll be sober in the morning, Hunt. That’s all that counts. Go to bed. We’ve a hard few days ahead of us.’ He shook his head. ‘I know these people. I delivered young Robert. It’ll break my heart to have to bury him.’

‘Hopefully it won’t come to that,’ Caleb said.

‘You and I both know that child doesn’t stand a chance.’
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They were woken in the first grey light of morning by a loud knocking. Sergeant Maidment loomed in the doorway, his face grey and drawn.

‘They’ve gone,’ he said.

Bowen looked up at the tall policeman with bleary eyes. The few wisps of hair on the little doctor’s head were sticking up. ‘Who?’

‘The Murrays. He took the whole family in the middle of the night.’

Caleb swore. ‘What about your police guard?’

Maidment had the grace to look at the toe of his highly polished boot. ‘Asleep.’

Expelling a heavy breath, Caleb glanced at Bowen. ‘Where’s he gone? He can’t have got far with a sick woman and a small child.’

‘Took them home,’ Maidment said. ‘I’ve sent my men up to his place and they’ll make sure he isn’t moving anywhere else.’

‘Have you told the council?’ Bowen asked.

Maidment nodded and his expression indicated what the good burghers of the town thought. ‘They want to meet with you in half an hour,’ the policeman said. ‘At the police station.’

‘The Britannia stays quarantined,’ Caleb said.

Maidment nodded. ‘Yorkie’s kicking up, and to be honest, I wouldn’t be surprised if he helped get them out.’

Bowen’s eyes moved to the bottle on the table. It still contained a few fingers of whiskey. Caleb laid a hand on the doctor’s wrist and shook his head. Bowen nodded. No other words were necessary.

Adelaide Greaves sat at the table with the men of the newly styled Emergency Committee, a notebook and pencil set before her. Her eyes widened when she saw Caleb.

‘Mr Hunt,’ she said. ‘I am surprised to see you.’

‘And I you, Mrs Greaves,’ he replied with icy politeness.

‘We need to advise Melbourne and the telegraph is our best form of communication. It seemed easier to have Mrs Greaves at the meeting rather than relay the information,’ Russell said. ‘If you are concerned, I assure you, we can rely on Mrs Greaves’s discretion.’

Caleb had no doubt as to Adelaide Greaves’s discretion. His eyes met hers and he cleared his throat. ‘If Murray has returned to his home, I suggest our only course of action is to isolate the house completely.’

‘How?’ Mackie asked.

‘I saw it done in an outbreak back home. We have to enclose the house in a wall. No one in or out.’

The town councillors looked at each other and without further discussion, agreement on this drastic course of action was reached. Now it only remained to inform Murray.

The Murray’s house was set back from the road on an isolated plot of ground a couple of hundred yards north of the gate to the Chinese gardens. The creek curved behind it and a rose garden had been laid out in front. Lace curtains hung at the windows. On a normal day it would appear a pretty, much loved home. Today the blinds were drawn and, under a lowering grey sky, it looked as obstinately silent and stubborn as its owner.

Several wagonloads of lumber and the mine carpenters, arranged by Cowper, had already arrived and these stood well back on the road as the members of the newly styled Emergency Committee approached the house.

In response to Sergeant Maidment’s call, Murray appeared on the verandah, arms crossed. He glared at his distant visitors.

‘I told you I was going home,’ the man said. ‘I’m not going to any smallpox hospital. This is our home and this is where we’re staying. I’ll look after Lizzie, same as I always have.’

‘You’re a fool, Murray,’ Maidment said. ‘You’ve not only endangered your wife and family, but the whole town. I should arrest you. Unfortunately you leave us with no choice.’ He nodded at the mine foreman and the wagons creaked forward.

‘What’s going on?’ Murray demanded.

‘We’re building a fence around this property.’

All the defiance seemed to leach from Murray. He staggered back against his front door. ‘You can’t—’

But they could and in a matter of hours, an eight-foot-tall fence of solid gum surrounded the Murray house. The only entry would be by way of a guard hut built into the corner, consisting of two rooms with a door between. Food could be pushed through a hinged flap and anyone needing to go inside could change their clothes and wash thoroughly on their way out.

Caleb volunteered to enter the house and check on Mrs Murray, although there would be little he could do. A pair of light trousers and a shirt, along with a pair of slippers procured from the Chinese, was all he needed for the second room. Being nearly a head taller and slimmer than his colleague, a similar set of clothing had to be arranged for Bowen.

He found Murray sunk in despair beside the cold kitchen hearth. The little maid sobbed in a corner and the child sat neglected on his bed, crying.

Caleb set the box of food he carried on the kitchen table and crouched in front of the sobbing girl.

‘Pull yourself together, Posy,’ he said. ‘You will do yourself no good. Get the fire going and boil some water. I’m told tea is a mighty good restorative. There’s food in that box that will see you through till tomorrow morning.’

The girl sniffed. ‘What do I call you?’ she said.

He smiled at her. ‘That’s better. My name’s Caleb.’

‘And are you really a doctor?’

For a moment Caleb’s breath stopped in his throat. The denial came so easily and so readily. Instead he said, ‘Yes, I am. Now, I’m going to see your mistress.’

Lizzie Murray had been put to bed in the couple’s neat little bedroom. She lay back on an embroidered pillow, her fingers pleating the bedclothes. Her mouth worked when she spotted Caleb and she crooked a finger, indicating for him to come closer.

‘Don’t blame him,’ she said, her gaze sliding to her husband, who still sat slumped in his chair while Posy busied herself lighting the fire. ‘It was me that insisted on coming home. If I’m going to die, I want it to be here. I loved this house.’

Caleb had no response to that. He understood the woman’s sentiments, but she had endangered everyone in the town.

The disease seemed to be following its natural course. Her mouth was full of sores and the rash that had begun on the woman’s face had spread to her extremities. Her fever had come down.

‘I’m feeling better,’ she said with a brave attempt at a smile.

Caleb returned the smile. ‘That’s good.’

She didn’t need to know that in twenty-four hours, the rash would turn to sores and the sores to pustules and her fever would rise. In forty-eight hours, she could be dead.

All Caleb had to alleviate her misery was a small blue bottle of laudanum. This he gave to Posy with instructions on its administration. Posy bathed the woman’s face and hands and Caleb sat beside the bed watching as Lizzie dropped into a fitful sleep, her feverish hands plucking at the sheets that covered her.

He rose to his feet, stretched and moved to the window. The shadows outside were lengthening and the tall fence made the once pleasant room gloomy. He glanced at Murray, who had not moved since Caleb had entered. He wanted to rail at the man for the idiocy of moving his wife, taking on that risk and responsibility not only for her life but also that of the whole town, but what was done was done and nothing would be accomplished by adding to this man’s guilt and helplessness.

‘Come and sit with your wife,’ he said.

Murray shuffled to the bed and Caleb showed the man how best to ease his wife’s suffering.

Outside he took a deep breath of fresh air and went to the first of the containment rooms. He poured water into the bowl and scrubbed his hands with the carbolic soap that had been left there.

‘You’ll scrub your skin off,’ Posy remarked from the doorway where she stood holding a steaming tin pannikin.

Caleb hastily dried his hands and took the mug from her. ‘Washing hands keeps the illness at bay,’ he said. ‘I want you to make sure that you regularly wash your hands and young Robert’s.’

The girl managed a humourless smile. ‘Cleanliness is next to Godliness?’

Caleb returned to the verandah, sat on the bench and leaned his head against the wall. A wave of sadness washed over him as he looked up at the palings that now imprisoned the family. Lizzie Murray had probably sat on this bench chatting with passers-by while she shelled peas or mended her husband’s shirts. He saw death in Lizzie Murray’s eyes. She would not live out the week.


Eighteen

18 January 1872

Maiden’s Creek froze as a pall of fear descended. The roads in and out were shut off. The shops did not open, and parents kept their children home from school. Every inhabitant seemed to hold their breath, eyes turned to the pretty little house hidden behind a great wall on the side of the road to Aberfeldy. Despite the cottage’s isolation, the screams of the dying woman could be clearly heard by people passing the house and, scared, they held their breath and kept to the furthest side of the road.

Unlike the rest of the town, the police station bustled with activity. Extra constables had been sent up from Buneep to assist with securing the roadblocks and the Emergency Committee had taken over Sergeant Maidment’s office.

Adelaide hurried up the deserted main street, carrying an envelope containing the latest telegram advising that the vaccine had left Melbourne and would be with them on the next day, roads permitting. As she stepped onto the verandah of the police station, the front door opened and a man hurried out, colliding with her. He caught her by the arm before she fell onto the road.

‘I’m sorry, Adelaide. I didn’t see you there.’

Her heart skipped a beat. ‘Caleb. You’re forgiven. You must have a lot on your mind.’

He stood holding her arm and staring at her with sunken, red-rimmed eyes as if he had never seen her before in his life. He looked like a man who needed a good night’s sleep.

‘I’ve brought a telegram.’ She held it up. ‘The vaccine will be here tomorrow.’

‘That’s excellent news. Have you been vaccinated?’

She shook her head. ‘No, none of us have.’

He tightened his grip. ‘Then make sure you are the first in line. If anything were to happen—’

‘Caleb, you’re hurting me.’

He dropped his hand with a mumbled apology. ‘I’m sorry. Losing track of time. What day is it?’

‘Thursday. How is Mrs Murray?’

‘She will be dead by tomorrow morning,’ he said in a flat voice.

Adelaide closed her eyes. ‘Poor, poor woman. And her family?’

He paused. ‘Her son—’ He began and looked away. ‘He’s showing the symptoms and it is likely he will follow his mother. The other two will be all right.’

Adelaide thought of little Robert Murray in his mother’s arms as she showed him off to the ladies in the post office, and she wanted to weep. ‘I knew them …’ she said, dashing at the tears that welled in her eyes. ‘Forgive me. I think we are all feeling the strain. How are you managing? It all seems to have fallen on you and Bowen.’

‘I will be glad when this is over. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must get up to the Murray house.’

Adelaide glanced at the envelope in her hand. ‘And I must give this to Sergeant Maidment.’

Caleb caught her arm again and she looked at him. His dark, haunted eyes held hers. ‘Adelaide, I’m sorry … for everything. There will be time to talk when this is over.’

He dropped his hand and his firm footsteps echoed on the wooden verandah boards. She did not move. Only when she could be certain he had gone did she dare to breathe.
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Caleb sat on the verandah of the Murray house, a pannikin of tea provided by Posy on the bench beside him, as he took a few minutes to smoke his pipe. The rich scent of tobacco masked the stench of the sick room. As he picked up the pannikin a knock on the palings made him start, slopping the hot, horrible liquid on his hand.

‘Who is it?’

‘Reverend Johnson. The Murrays are my parishioners. I have come to pray and keep vigil.’

‘You can’t come in, Reverend.’

‘I’ve had the smallpox, doctor, and I have brought a second set of clothes with me.’

Caleb stared at the stout defences. Lizzie Murray was dying. Nothing on the earth would ease her suffering, though perhaps she needed this man to ease her way from this world to the next.

‘Constable,’ he addressed Maidment’s man who kept guard at the entrance to the fortress, ‘let the good Reverend in.’

At the sight of the vicar of St Thomas, Posy burst into tears. Murray grasped the Reverend’s hands and wrung them between effusive, almost tearful, words of thanks.

Caleb left the family in peace and returned to the bench on the front verandah.

The warm summer evening was closing in when Reverend Johnson joined him, holding a pannikin of tea.

‘I don’t know what it is about tea,’ Caleb said. ‘Give me good honest coffee any day.’

Johnson took a sip. ‘I, myself, am rather partial to the brew but I think it is the act of making, serving and drinking it that is the solace to the soul, not the brew itself.’

Caleb nodded. ‘Maybe.’

‘I feel you and I did not, perhaps, get off on a good footing, Hunt,’ Johnson said after a long moment.

‘I think we are very different men, Reverend.’

‘I can only imagine the things you have seen. They say war is hell.’

Caleb scoffed. ‘Hell would seem a pleasant alternative, Reverend, but for all of that, there are those who went into battle professing God and came out of it still professing the same deity. Not me.’

Johnson studied him for a long moment. ‘Then I’ll pray for you as well. I think you need to come to a place of peace in your life, Hunt.’

‘I’d be obliged.’ Caleb smiled at the man’s ingenuous belief that prayer would help his troubled soul. ‘Anything to help.’

‘You will probably disagree, but God is working through you. He sent you here.’

Caleb thought about the thug lying dead on the filthy street of San Francisco, a bullet from Caleb’s Colt through his heart. ‘If you had the slightest idea of what sent me here, Johnson, you would not say that.’

‘Wouldn’t I? He works in mysterious ways—’

Before he could expound further on the workings of the Lord, the front door opened and Posy peered around. ‘Reverend? She’s asking for you.’

Johnson tossed the dregs of his tea on the ground and considered the empty cup. ‘I will stay and see this out, Hunt.’
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Elizabeth Murray died in the dark hours just before dawn.

The Emergency Committee had already agreed on the arrangements for a speedy burial and a rough coffin had been prepared and stood waiting at the gate. Posy insisted on laying the unfortunate woman out as best she could, using the sheet from her bed as a shroud. Murray laid his wife in the coffin and Caleb hammered the lid shut.

When he was done, Murray fell on the coffin, weeping. ‘Where are you taking her? The cemetery? I need to be beside her grave. We’ve never been apart …’

Caleb put a hand on the man’s shoulder. ‘She will not be buried in the cemetery, Murray. We cannot allow her body to be carried through the town. A grave has been prepared on the hill above this house. The Reverend and I will see her properly interred, but you must remain here.’

‘But I’m not sick.’ The wild-eyed man, who had probably not slept in days, tried to push past them.

Caleb held him back. ‘Your son has the illness. Until this house is free from smallpox, you are not leaving. Am I clear?’

‘It wasn’t me,’ Murray said and sank onto the bench by the front door. ‘She knew she was sick but she wanted to come home.’ He looked around at the little house that had become his prison. ‘She loved this place so much. She made it so …’ Murray gave way to his grief, burying his face in his hands, sobbing and broken.

Caleb nodded to Johnson and, with difficulty, the two men carried the coffin to the gatehouse.

In the street, Caleb took a deep breath. He hadn’t managed more than a few hours’ sleep in the last twenty-four and he longed for nothing more than to collapse onto a bed, but he had promised Murray he would see his wife properly interred and he would keep that promise.

Four hefty miners had volunteered to carry the coffin but it still took two hours to carry it up the steep slope, while across the valley the townsfolk stood on the tram track that was used for carrying wood to the mines. They watched in silence as the Reverend Johnson hung a stole around his neck preparatory to conducting the funeral service with the dignity of any other internment.

In a town where digging holes in the rocky, unforgiving ground was the mainstay of life, another excavation made no difference and a hole nearly ten feet deep gaped before them, ropes laid ready to lower the poor woman to her endless rest.
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In the days that followed, Caleb and Bowen were kept occupied vaccinating the town. As the vaccine itself could sometimes bring on a fever, the days following vaccination were equally fraught, and the two doctors barely slept.

By the end of the following week, the child—incredibly—had recovered and no one else in the Murray household had come down with the disease and neither had anyone they had been in contact with.

On being told that they could leave the house, Murray smiled for the first time. ‘Thank the Lord. You can pull down the wall and we will be free to go back to our lives.’

But they left the house without even the clothes on their backs. Everything that had been the Murrays’s was left behind. There was no shortage of explosives in the town and powder was set at strategic points in the house. Lighted brands were thrown in and, as the fire lit up the town, Jacob Murray knelt on the road, head in his hands, and wept.

The town council were not without compassion and an empty house had been found for Murray and his child and the town rallied with donations of household items and clothing for the three unfortunates, but Murray was in no state to understand the enormity of his loss. Nor did it help that Charles Cowper took it upon himself to berate the man for his stupidity in taking his wife back to his home instead of into the isolation of a smallpox hospital.
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Bowen sat at the uneven table in his cabin and wrote to the Health Department in Melbourne advising that the outbreak had been contained.

‘Credit for the early detection and measures adopted to ensure the safety of the inhabitants of Maiden’s Creek must be given to a medical person, trained in America, who happens to be on our goldfields at the present time …’ he read aloud.

‘Don’t mention me,’ Caleb said, pouring them both whiskey.

‘Why ever not?’

‘I have no standing here,’ Caleb said.

Bowen tapped his fingers on the table. ‘Do you have any proof of your qualification?’

Caleb shrugged. A battered leather folio in his box contained the yellowed and torn diploma from the medical school in Washington he had attended, and the long out-of-date certificate of his registration to practice in Virginia. He often wondered why he still carried these papers, but perhaps this small corner of his life was one he could not quite let go.

He showed them to Bowen, who nodded and handed them back.

‘I need to make this report in person,’ he said. ‘If I take the coach tomorrow, I will be back in a week. You can manage.’

‘A week! I keep telling you, Bowen. I haven’t practiced medicine for years and I’ve no legal standing.’

Bowen waved a hand. ‘I don’t think folk around here will be asking to see your qualifications. You’ll be fine. And don’t tell me you wouldn’t appreciate a bit of extra income.’

Caleb turned away with an exasperated snort. He sat in the battered armchair beside the smouldering fire and sipped his whiskey. Now the crisis had passed, he craved nothing more than his bed. Anything else could wait until tomorrow.


Nineteen

2 February 1872

‘Good morning, Mrs Greaves.’

At the soft American accent, Adelaide, busy with sorting the long overdue mail, spun on her heel. The joy at seeing him and the ridiculous burst of warmth that ran through her body found expression in a smile. ‘Caleb—Mr Hunt—how unexpected. I hear that you are the darling of the town,’ she said. ‘Patients queuing up for miles to see you.’

He gave a soft laugh and inclined his head. ‘Bowen’s due back any day and I, for one, will be pleased to see him.’ Caleb frowned. ‘Have you done something to your hair?’

Adelaide patted the soft curls that framed her face. ‘I believe this is now a more fashionable style. Not that I follow fashion …’ She took a steadying breath. ‘I apologise. I’m rambling. It’s good to see you. Doctoring agrees with you. You look positively respectable.’

He wore a conservative—for him—waistcoat of dark green over a neatly pressed shirt and his hair, still damp, looked to have had a trim. He was clean shaven and the faint, familiar scent of sandalwood drifted across the counter.

‘Did you have any adverse reaction to the vaccination?’ he asked.

Adelaide rubbed her left arm. ‘No. A most unpleasant experience but if it means we are safe from smallpox, worth the inconvenience.’

Caleb nodded. ‘I don’t think there’s any further risk.’

‘Poor Mrs Murray, but how wonderful that the child survived.’

‘Children are often more resilient than we give them credit for,’ Caleb said. ‘He’ll be scarred but at least he’ll be alive.’

A silence stretched between them, interrupted by a woman wanting to buy a stamp. The woman glanced at Caleb and, recognising him, smiled and insisted on taking his hands in her own. ‘’Tis a miracle,’ she said. ‘God sent you to us in our hour of need.’

Caleb cleared his throat and extricated his hands with a mumbled thanks. When the door shut behind the customer, he turned to Adelaide. Leaning across the counter, he said in a low, urgent voice, ‘I have to get out of this town, if only for a few hours. Would you consider closing the post office and coming on an adventure with me?’

‘I can’t.’ She waved at the unsorted mail. ‘I’ve—’

‘Go.’ Netty leaned against the door into the residence. ‘I’ll keep an eye on things here.’

Adelaide glared at her friend, wondering how long she had been there.

‘You can bring Danny,’ Caleb said. ‘I know the school has not reopened.’

Netty made a shooing gesture with her hands. ‘Go. Get some fresh air. I can’t think of the last time you took a day off that wasn’t a Sunday. I’ll pack a picnic lunch.’

‘Netty Redley, you are a saint,’ Caleb said. ‘Adelaide, I’ll go organise the horses. If you promise to bring lunch, we’ll make a day of it.’ He turned at the door, giving her a smile. ‘I hope you will consider wearing your fetching riding ensemble?’
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Faithful to his instructions, Adelaide and Danny were waiting on the post office’s verandah when Caleb returned with the horses: his own grey gelding, a bay mare that Sones assured Caleb belonged to Adelaide and a stocky pony for Danny.

His heart lifted at the sight of them. Adelaide had an arm around Danny’s shoulder and she clutched a wide-brimmed felt hat in the other hand. She wore the man’s trousers held up by a wide leather belt, well-polished riding boots and a white shirt, caught at the neck with a colourful scarf. A loose waistcoat completed the ensemble. No woman in fine silks and jewels could have looked any better, and he wondered why she persisted in wearing black for a husband ten years in the grave.

He cupped his hands and lifted her into the saddle and turned to Danny. The boy watched the pony with a frown on his face.

‘Something wrong? Sones assured me that old Ben here was a gentle animal.’

‘I’m not a very good rider,’ Danny said. ‘Amos has shown me some things and he has promised to teach me properly, but he never seems to have time.’

‘Time you learned,’ Caleb said. ‘Left foot in the stirrup and swing your leg up.’ He hoisted the boy into the saddle and adjusted the stirrups. ‘Now, grip with your knees and hold the reins like this. Not too tight and not too loose.’

Danny’s mouth quirked uncertainly.

‘You’ll be fine. We’re in no hurry.’

‘Where are we going?’

‘I thought we’d go up to Shenandoah. It’s a pretty place.’

‘For now,’ Adelaide cut in with a trace of acerbity.

They rode north past the blackened remains of the Murray house and turned up the Pretty Sally track. Caleb rode with Danny, giving the boy advice, and Danny’s confidence improved enough to break into a gentle trot.

They rode through the settlement, where a few of the locals greeted Adelaide by name, and left the horses at the head of the path down to the creek. Caleb unstrapped the bag containing lunch from his saddle and led the way down the steep track.

A rustle in the bushes ahead of them brought the party to a halt as a brown bird the size of a large chicken stepped onto the path with dignity. If it hadn’t been for the bird’s magnificent tail, mimicking the shape of a lyre to perfection, which he displayed in all its glory, nobody would pay such a nondescript bird any heed.

Adelaide clutched his arm. ‘A lyrebird. I’ve never seen one in full display before,’ she said. ‘He’s magnificent.’ She sighed as the bird lowered his plumage and scuttled into the bush. ‘Such a pity we have to destroy their habitats.’

Caleb laid a hand on Danny’s shoulder. ‘Now, my boy, you’ll find my gold pan in the mine’s adit. Perhaps you’ll have more luck than me.’

Choosing a sheltered spot against an ancient river rock, Adelaide unbuckled the bag and pulled out an old blanket that she laid on the ground. Leaving her to set out their lunch, Caleb and Danny took the gold pan and headed down to the creek. Caleb showed the boy how to sift the dirt, swirling the pan in such a way that the heavy gold sank to the bottom.

But every pan promised much and delivered nothing and soon Caleb sensed the boy was getting bored.

‘One more and we’ll go and eat,’ he suggested.

Danny scooped up the gravel and began rocking the pan. He gave a sharp cry. ‘Caleb, look.’

Caleb laughed. There, in the sand at the bottom of the pan, the unmistakable glimmer of gold, and not just worthless flakes, a couple of larger pieces, bigger than the sand grains. They were still probably worth no more than a couple of shillings, but Danny’s eyes shone.

‘Mama! Come and see! I found gold.’

Adelaide peered over their shoulders. ‘We can now retire and buy a house in Melbourne,’ she said.

‘Do you have something to put the gold in?’ Caleb asked.

Danny produced an old ink bottle and carefully extracted the grains of gold from the pan.

‘Are you ready to eat?’ Adelaide asked.

‘In a minute,’ Danny said. ‘I want to have another go.’

‘Have some lunch first,’ Adelaide insisted, but even food could not keep Danny from the lure of gold. He bolted down a piece of pie and hurried back to the creek, picking a quiet bend in the creek just out of earshot of the adults.

Caleb lay down on the blanket beside Adelaide, hands behind his head, looking up at the bright sky. The day was warm but not unpleasant and, away from the Maiden’s Creek stampers, the clear bell-like call of an unseen bird and the chirp of cicadas surrounded them.

‘I am beginning to love this country,’ he said.

‘I loved it the moment I set foot in Sandridge,’ Adelaide said. ‘It was as far away from England as I could get and it offered me something England never could—hope.’

He rolled onto his elbow and looked at her. ‘Why do you say that?’

She turned her attention to slicing a cake but not before he caught the fleeting glimpse of something dark cross her features.

‘Memories, Caleb. Just memories.’

Caleb studied her for a long moment. What did he know about her? Apart from the dead husband, very little.

‘Why did you come to Australia?’

She swallowed and her gaze darted down to Danny’s distant figure hunched over the gold pan. She kept her eyes fixed on the boy as she said, ‘We had passage booked before Richard died. I saw no point in changing those plans.’

She was lying.

‘Did you have no other family to care for you?’

She gave a short, humourless laugh. ‘I am estranged from my father and I have no other family to speak of.’ She looked at him. ‘Please, let’s not spoil this lovely day with talk of things I would rather forget.’

He would have pressed her, but Danny came running up with his gold pan.

‘Look, Caleb! More gold.’ He frowned. ‘I suppose it’s your gold, isn’t it?’

‘I suppose it is,’ Caleb said, inspecting the wealth that glinted in the bottom of the pan. ‘But for once, Daniel Greaves, you can claim finder’s rights.’

Danny grinned. ‘Does that make me a claim jumper?’

‘I think it makes you my sole employee,’ Caleb said.

Danny returned to the creek. Adelaide pulled out her sketchbook and leaned back against the rock.

‘What are you going to do now, Caleb?’ Adelaide asked.

He settled back on the blanket, propped on one elbow. ‘I was planning on a snooze.’

‘I mean, would you have come back to Maiden’s Creek if it hadn’t been for the Murrays?’

Caleb considered the question, remembering the interrupted ride to Buneep. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I had already made that decision. I was going to turn at Buneep and come back.’

Back to my grand girl. Back home.

‘I have a few pennies in my pocket after playing doctor for the last week, so I can take some time to work out what to do next. I think I might talk to Penrose and see what I can do about raising some capital to get this mine going.’

He stretched out on the blanket and pulled his hat over his eyes, giving in to the lassitude of the warm afternoon. A companionable silence stretched between them, interrupted only by the scratch of Adelaide’s pencil.

‘I’m just going up the hill a bit to get a better view,’ Adelaide said.

‘Good idea,’ Caleb murmured.

Above him, the rattle of rocks marked Adelaide’s progress up the hill.

‘Caleb!’

At Adelaide’s cry, he was on his feet. Down by the creek, Danny turned, dropping the pan in the water with a splash.

She balanced on the steep slope, a rock in her hand.

‘Are you all right?’ he asked.

‘I’m fine.’ She slithered down the slope towards him and held out the rock. ‘I haven’t lived in Maiden’s Creek all these years without knowing gold when I see it,’ she said. ‘Tell me, am I right?’

He took the chunk of quartz and turned it over. His breath caught. A line of yellow ran through the middle of the rock, twinkling beguilingly as it caught the sun.

He looked up at the slope, hardly daring to ask, ‘Where did this come from?’

‘I kicked it with my boot,’ she said. ‘Follow me.’

They clambered up the hill and Adelaide fell to her knees, scrabbling in the dirt with her hands to reveal the parent rock. A bright scar in the dirt, it shone and shimmered, and after a quick fossick with his pocket knife, Caleb revealed that the quartz seam widened, running down the hill away from the fledgling adit.

‘Well, I’ll be damned,’ Caleb said, pushing his hat to the back of his head. ‘Penrose was right. It’s the bloody reef but Hannigan and his boys were off by yards.’

He scuffed dirt back over the seam and slipped the rock into his pocket. ‘I’ve got to show Penrose,’ he said, adding, ‘and this has to be our secret.’

‘Of course,’ Adelaide said, her tone huffy. ‘I was not contemplating running down the main street of Maiden’s Creek yelling, “Eureka!”.’

He took her hand and helped her down the slope. Back on flat ground, he did not relinquish his hold, instead his hand slid around her waist, drawing her into him. They both glanced towards the creek where Danny had returned to his gold panning, his back to them, shoulders hunched in concentration.

‘Adelaide.’ Her name came out as a low growl.

‘Caleb?’ she said with a rising inflection, but made no attempt to extricate herself from his embrace. He drew her in closer and lowered his mouth to hers. She sighed softly and her arms circled his neck.

He had kissed women before, but this was different. Adelaide seemed to melt into him. In the loose men’s clothing, freed of corsets and petticoats, her body moulded to his and he responded to her passion, his hand brushing the unrestrained curve of her breast. If it had not been for her boy down by the creek, he would have guided her to the blanket and after that …

She pushed away, struggling to catch her breath. She had tears in her eyes. He had gone too far.

‘Adelaide? I apologise … I should never—’

She balled her fists and hit him without force as she pressed her head against his chest. ‘How dare you come into my life and turn everything upside down.’

‘What do you mean?’

The tears overflowed, making damp tracks on her cheek, but she was smiling. ‘You stupid man. Don’t you understand? I may have—I may have begun to allow myself to have feelings for you that I should have never …’

Relief flooded Caleb and he sagged at the knees, before straightening to take her in his arms.

He shook his head and smiled and she lowered her eyes. ‘Now you’re laughing at me. Is it not enough that I have just made a complete fool of myself without you compounding my idiocy?’

‘Adelaide.’ He held her close and kissed the top of her head. ‘I’m not laughing at you.’

‘I made a mistake once,’ she mumbled into his waistcoat.

He stroked the back of her head. ‘Mistake?’

‘Poor choice of words. Forget it.’

He brushed the tears from her eyes with his thumb and smiled. ‘Let us agree that whatever we have in our pasts, that is where it remains. It can’t hurt us now.’ He stepped back and took her hand, pressing the fingertips to his lips. ‘Miss Adelaide, would you consider it presumptuous of me to ask your consent to pay calls?’

She laughed, a high, clear sound that echoed around the gully. ‘Why, Doctor Hunt, it would be most presumptuous.’

In a calculated parody of a Southern drawl, he gave an exaggerated bow and said, ‘It is my dearest desire that we become better acquainted.’

She cupped his cheek with her hand, running her thumb along his jaw. ‘I think, Caleb Hunt, that I would like it very much if you were to call on me. This has happened so fast, I need time to get to know you.’ She cast a glance in Danny’s direction. ‘For Danny to get to know you. He likes you and you’re good for him.’

He studied her, trying to look past the defences that had sprung up again. Someone in her past had hurt her and hurt her badly.

‘I think, Adelaide, we both need time.’ He looked around at the pleasant gully. ‘This was not what I imagined when I landed at Williamstown.’ His eyes returned to her. ‘You are not what I imagined.’

‘But we have time, don’t we?’ she asked, a plaintive note in her voice. ‘You’re not planning to leave Maiden’s Creek again?’

He shook his head. ‘I’m stuck here. I want to get this place working. Given the parlous state of my finances, we have all the time in the world, Adelaide.’

He pulled her in to him and they kissed again, a long, slow, lingering kiss.
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An old miner had described to Adelaide how they used an amalgam of mercury to gather in the grains of gold dust from the stampers. Now that same quicksilver ran in her veins, gathering every gentle word and soft embrace and the touch of Caleb’s lips until the sensation became a shimmering light that swelled in her heart.

When he kissed her, it felt like her breath stopped in her throat and even her heart paused its beating. Every sense was heightened. The distant voices from the mine on the far side of the ridge, the chime of the bellbirds and the cackle of parrots, the rasp of Danny’s gold pan in the creek, the scent of the man who held her in his arms—sandalwood, soap and the musky scent of horse—and the strong lips on hers, dry from the heat and the ride but as sweet as a summer strawberry, sending shards of fire coursing through her body.

‘Mama?’

Danny’s voice jerked Adelaide out of her reverie as she sat at the dinner table. In the kitchen, Netty clattered saucepans as she prepared pudding.

He looked at his mother’s uneaten boiled mutton. ‘Aren’t you hungry?’

Adelaide picked up a piece of carrot with her fork. Her meal had gone cold while she daydreamed.

Danny regarded her from under his fringe of blond hair. ‘Do you like Caleb, Mama?’

‘Of course I do,’ she said. ‘Do you?’

Danny ignored the question. ‘I mean, really like him,’ he persisted.

Adelaide sniffed, feeling the heat rising to her cheeks. ‘Don’t be impertinent.’

Danny grinned at her. ‘I like him.’

‘Liking someone is not enough, Danny.’

‘But I saw him kiss you,’ Danny said with a cheeky smile. ‘Does that mean you have to get married now?’

‘Enough, Danny. It is none of your concern,’ she snapped.

Danny grinned. ‘I think it might be,’ he mumbled as he stuffed potato into his mouth.


Twenty

3 February 1872

Caleb had learned that whenever Sergeant Maidment summoned him to the police station, the news would not be good. His unease deepened when he saw Osborne Russell seated in the sergeant’s office.

Russell handed him a telegram without a word.

SUSPICIOUS DEATH SHADY CREEK. NAME OF DECEASED ALFRED BOWEN. COME URGENTLY. DOCTOR, MAGISTRATE AND POLICE SERGEANT REQUIRED.

Caleb handed the telegram back to Russell. ‘Surely this is a mistake?’

Neither the policeman nor the bank manager answered.

‘He was a friend,’ Caleb said, the tendrils of loss and grief constricting his heart.

The lines on the bank manager’s face deepened as he nodded. ‘Poor man. I can’t see what would be suspicious about his death, though. He was not in the best of health.’

‘What do you mean?’

Russell and Maidment exchanged glances. ‘It could hardly have escaped your attention, Hunt. The man was an alcoholic.’

‘You’re right, but I would not have said he was on death’s door.’

‘Was Bowen ill when he set out for Melbourne?’ Maidment asked.

Caleb shook his head. ‘The trouble with drinkers like Bowen is they can hide their true condition.’

Russell steepled his fingers. ‘Practicalities, gentlemen. What about his family?’

‘He mentioned a sister in Ireland,’ Caleb said, ‘but I know precious little else about him. And where does his death leave me? I am technically guilty of malpractice without any formal Australian recognition. You are going to have to replace Bowen as a matter of urgency.’

Russell frowned. ‘Malpractice?’

‘I am not licensed to practice medicine in this colony,’ Caleb said.

‘Awkward, I admit, but I am afraid we are going to have to overlook your shortcomings for a little longer, Hunt.’

Caleb nodded. ‘What do you want to do?’

Russell pulled out a heavy gold watch and snapped it open. ‘We’ll set out for Shady Creek in an hour. We’ll be there by nightfall.’

The men agreed to meet at the stables and Caleb went to pack a bag. Alone in Bowen’s home, he struggled with the feeling of loss. He hadn’t known Alfred Bowen long but he had sensed in the old doctor a kindred spirit. They could have been friends—had been friends.
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Maidment, Russell and Caleb rode in silence through the hot afternoon, each contemplating the grim task that awaited them at Shady Creek. They reached the hotel by four, the February sun still fierce. The youngest Gulliver child, a scabby boy of about ten, came running out to greet them, and gathered up the reins of their lathered, weary horses.

Russell mopped his sweating face and straightened his tie. The man’s normally florid face seemed to have lost its colour and his eyes were marked by dark blue smudges of exhaustion. ‘Let’s get on with it.’

A police constable, lounging on a bench on the verandah, snapped to attention at the sight of Maidment’s blue serge uniform. Caleb recognised him as one of the Buneep police contingent that had been sent to Maiden’s Creek during the smallpox scare.

‘Constable Brown,’ Maidment said.

‘I’m pleased to see you, sir,’ Brown said, indicating for the party to move to the bank of the creek, out of earshot of anyone in the hotel. ‘My own sergeant’s in Melbourne, giving evidence at a trial.’ He pushed his hat to the back of his head and scratched his thinning scalp. ‘And to be honest with you, this is a strange one.’

The three Maiden’s Creek men glanced at each other.

‘Just tell us what happened.’ Maidment snapped.

‘The dead man joined the coach in Melbourne. Witnesses says they thought he was drunk. He slept to Buneep and the coach stopped for the regular meal. The other passengers got out, but he said he felt unwell and stayed in the coach. Landlord brought him out a brandy and water. They resumed the journey, and all the passengers agree that when they left Buneep, he was snoring in a corner—very loudly, in fact. It was a relief when he went quiet. It was only when they stopped here at first light today that they realised he was … well—he was dead. Quite dead.’

Maidment glanced back at the hotel. ‘They’re all here?’

‘Yes, and none too happy about it.’

‘Who are they?’

‘There’s an Italian couple name of Benneti, a lawyer bloke from Sale, and an English cove. And the driver of course. Burrell’s also here with the Maiden’s Creek passengers who were going on to Melbourne and Sale. They’re none too happy either.’

Maidment gave the constable a curt nod. ‘Good job holding them. What about the deceased?’

‘I searched his pockets and here’s his valuables.’ Brown detached a small sugar sack from his belt. ‘Thought I’d better keep ’em safe. I’m guessing you all know him?’

‘If it’s Dr Bowen, then yes. Any indication of how he died?’ Russell asked.

The man shook his head. ‘None. Peaceful … looks like he’s still asleep. Gave the English bloke a right scare when he woke up to find a dead man leaning on his shoulder.’ Brown’s lips quirked as if he wanted to smile, leaving Caleb with the impression that the policeman didn’t think too much of the ‘English bloke’.

‘There’ll need to be a coronial inquiry,’ Russell said. ‘Maidment, you take written statements from all the witnesses, and Hunt, I’m sorry to have to ask you to do this, but we’re going to need an autopsy.’

Caleb drew in a breath. ‘Is there no other doctor who can do it?’

Everyone looked at Brown, who shook his head. ‘The Buneep doctor is out of town, tied up with the same trial as my sergeant. It would take days to get another doctor here.’ He glanced at the hot sun. ‘And this heat … well … to be honest, he’s already on the turn. Needs to be buried as soon as possible.’

Russell shook his head. ‘I’m sorry, Hunt. I know he was your friend, but let’s find out what killed him and then we can give him a decent burial.’

A hard ball knotted in Caleb’s stomach. ‘Can I speak to the witnesses before I start?’ he asked.

‘Why?’ Maidment frowned. ‘You’ve got the facts.’

‘I want a firsthand description of how he appeared before his death. It may help to determine what killed him.’

‘They’re in the front parlour,’ Brown said.

They followed the constable back to the hotel. Gulliver met them at the door, his brow creased.

‘When are you going to get this matter finished? The guests are not happy and I have a business to run,’ he said in a low, angry voice. Seeing Caleb, the scowl deepened. ‘Every time I see you, there’s trouble.’

‘We’ll be as quick as we can,’ Maidment said.

Gulliver jerked his head at the door to the parlour. ‘They’re all in there. I’ll get Mrs Gulliver to rustle up some tea for you.’

They were greeted by a furious clamour of voices as the detained coach passengers demanded to know when they could resume their journeys. Russell held up his hand and raised his voice, requesting those passengers who had not been on the Melbourne coach to leave the room.

Alone with only the Melbourne passengers, he introduced himself, Sergeant Maidment and Caleb, and in the sort of voice he probably used to keep his five children under control, informed them that the sergeant would be taking their statements. Once the formalities were complete, the passengers could resume their journeys.

Caleb’s gaze swept the room. The Italian couple would be members of the large Italian community of woodcutters who had made a settlement a few miles out of Maiden’s Creek along the Thompson River, supplying wood to the mines for props and the insatiable boilers. They were both young, very young. They sat close together, holding hands. The Sale lawyer had a long, sad face, emphasised by a drooping, shaggy moustache and thick glasses. He certainly looked like he would be happier behind a large stack of precedents than being stuck in a remote hotel parlour answering questions.

That left the Englishman. A man of about Caleb’s age with sandy hair and a neat moustache, he sat with his legs stretched out in front of him, clad in impeccably tailored trousers and highly polished, but now dusty, handmade boots. He crossed his arms over his chest and glared at the newcomers.

‘This isn’t good enough,’ he said, his perfect vowels betraying his class. ‘I have important business in Maiden’s Creek.’

‘And if you are cooperative, you will be there in the morning,’ Caleb snapped.

The Englishman rose to his feet. ‘And who are you to speak to me in such a tone, sir? If I want to leave, I will damn well leave.’

‘You are welcome to walk,’ Caleb said. ‘The Maiden’s Creek coach is not leaving until the sergeant and Mr Russell, as Justice of the Peace, says it can leave. It is not my decision.’

The Englishman’s lip curled. ‘I thought this was an English colony,’ he said. ‘Since when have we let Yankees think they can dictate to English gentlemen?’

That old, raw wound—the insult of being called a Yankee—rose in Caleb.

‘Enough.’ Russell interrupted before Caleb could respond. ‘We will attend to your concerns shortly, sir. Please be patient.’ He turned to the constable. ‘Where’s the driver?’

‘Out back in the kitchen,’ Brown said.

‘The doctor here has a couple of questions before we take statements,’ Russell said.

Caleb thanked him and addressed the passengers. ‘Did anyone see Dr Bowen when he arrived at the coach in Melbourne?’

‘I did,’ the lawyer said. ‘He bumped into me without apologising.’

‘Can you describe him?’

The lawyer blew out his moustache. ‘I thought the man was drunk.’

‘Why?’

‘He was staggering, slurring his speech—’

‘It took him three tries to even get into the coach,’ the young Italian man interjected. ‘He trod on Eva’s foot.’

‘Did he smell of alcohol?’ Caleb asked.

The passengers looked at each other.

‘Now you mention it,’ the lawyer said, ‘no, although I did see him drink some brandy at Buneep. His hand was …’ The lawyer held out a trembling hand. ‘I’ve seen drinkers before, doctor, and they can’t hide that.’

‘Anything to add?’ Caleb addressed the Englishman.

The Englishman leaned his chair back on two legs and looked at the ceiling. ‘Nothing to add. Except that I was the poor sod who woke up to find a dead man leaning against my shoulder.’ He brushed the shoulder of his jacket as if Bowen had been an annoying piece of lint. ‘You are wasting our time, doctor. You—sergeant. Let’s get on with the formalities, shall we? I, for one, have had quite enough of the hospitality of this inn.’ The chair came back to earth with a thump.

Maidment thanked everyone and assured them he would return to take formal statements shortly.

The party traipsed through the hostelry to the kitchen, where the ill-tempered Melbourne coachman confirmed that on his arrival at the point of departure in Collins Street, Bowen had been unsteady and slurring his speech. He had no luggage with him.

Maidment glanced at Caleb. ‘Did he have anything when he left Maiden’s Creek?’

Caleb nodded. ‘A small valise.’ He indicated the size with his hands.

‘Anything else about him?’

The coachman shook his head. ‘Didn’t disembark at Buneep. Barman sent out a brandy and water. That’s it, until the Italian woman screamed and I had to stop the coach on account of the fact the man was dead.’ He rolled his eyes. ‘Such a carry-on I never did hear. Don’t know who was making the most noise, the woman or that bloody English cove.’

They thanked the coachman and turned to the constable.

‘Where is the doctor?’ Russell enquired.

‘In the stables,’ Brown said.

‘I think we have put off the moment long enough. Brown, lead on,’ Russell said.

They crossed the dusty, chicken-infested yard to the outhouses. Amos Burrell, seated on a fence railing, watching his two coach horses graze in the paddock beyond, raised a hand but made no move to join them.

The word ‘stable’ was probably a misnomer, it was more like a hut, thrown together with whatever material came to hand: slabs of bark, corrugated iron, old wire, beaten tins and crooked beams. Although the floor had been cleared and swept, the scent of horse and a miasma of dust hung in the air. The sickly odour of death clung, like the clouds of interested flies, over the still figure lying on a trestle table in the centre of the room. Bowen’s dusty boots protruded from beneath the torn and stained sheet that had been thrown over the body.

Bowen had been dead over twelve hours and Maidment swallowed as he turned down the sheet to inspect the face of the corpse. ‘It’s Bowen,’ he said in a dispassionate voice.

Russell gave the mottled face a cursory glance, nodded and hurried outside, clutching his handkerchief to his mouth. Caleb and Maidment looked at each other as the sound of the magistrate losing his lunch drifted in through the rough walls.

‘Enough light, doc?’ Maidment asked.

Caleb nodded. ‘There’s a couple of hours of daylight left.’ And he wanted to get the grim task over with. He gestured to the young Buneep constable. ‘Are you up to helping me, Brown?’

The young man turned pale then flushed. ‘What do I have to do?’

‘Sit in a corner and take notes,’ Caleb said. ‘Can you manage that?’

‘I think so.’ The man sounded dubious.

Caleb fixed him with a hard gaze. ‘If you faint, I can’t help you.’

Brown shook his head. ‘I’m not squeamish, sir. My father’s a butcher, but I’ve not seen a person—’ He swallowed and nodded. ‘I’ll be fine, doctor.’

‘Good. You can start by drawing me a few buckets of water, and I’ll need a couple of empty pans of some sort.’

Brown nodded and left the room with the haste of someone glad to have an excuse not to be there. He may not be squeamish but he probably appreciated the distinction between the butchering of an animal for food and the methodical dissection of a human being.

Caleb turned to Maidment and Russell, who had rejoined them, his face pale and moist. ‘Constable Brown and I will manage just fine—I don’t need either of you. I suggest you deal with the statements and see those folk on their way before you have a riot.’

Alone with the corpse, Caleb blew out a breath. He removed his jacket, rolled up his sleeves and tied on a heavy leather farrier’s apron he found hanging on a hook in a shadowy corner. He unpacked the bag he had brought with him, laying out the surgeon’s instruments on a bench. They were Bowen’s, not his own fine set. No need to boil them, he thought grimly.

‘Well, my friend,’ he said aloud. ‘Are you going to tell me what killed you?’

He carefully undressed the corpse, folding each item and setting it on the bench. Brown’s search had been thorough and the pockets were empty.

A shadow moved across the door and Caleb turned to see Amos Burrell, hat in his hands.

‘We’re going to miss ’im.’ Amos said.

‘Yes, we will,’ Caleb agreed.

‘Just thought I’d pay my last respects,’ Amos said. ‘That bloody English cove is threatening to ’ave me ’orsewhipped if I don’t get going soon. Don’t know why ’e’s so keen to get to Maiden’s Creek. Not much I can do about it. If Maidment gives me the nod, I’ll probably get ’em to the Thompson River, but I’m not risking my ’orses on Little John’s in the dark.’ Amos nodded towards the corpse. ‘I’ll leave you to it. Good luck, Doc.’

Brown returned carrying the two buckets of water and three battered tin dishes under his arm. He set the dishes on the table beside Caleb, his gaze averted from the now naked corpse.

‘I washed ’em,’ he said. ‘Wasn’t sure what you needed ’em for.’

Caleb was in no mood for explanations; their purpose would become clear soon enough. Now he had to force himself to be completely professional. This was not Bowen, not the man he had come to call a friend. This was a riddle that needed an answer.

A close examination of Bowen’s torso and face aroused Caleb’s suspicions. Bruising, which often did not show when the body was fresh, had begun to appear on the doctor’s torso. Powerful blows had been inflicted to the man’s rib cage, and his probing fingers confirmed a couple of cracked ribs.

When he pointed these out to the young constable, Brown whistled. ‘Someone worked him over good and proper.’

‘Was there any money in his purse?’

Brown shook his head. ‘Didn’t really think about it, but he wasn’t carrying a purse or his luggage.’

‘So are we looking at robbery? Help me turn him over, Brown.’

Bruising also stained Bowen’s back and kidney region, leaving Caleb in no doubt that Bowen had been thoroughly beaten shortly before his death, but unless he could find substantial internal damage, he doubted the beating alone would account for his death.

He found the answer on the back of Bowen’s head. Clearly visible through the thinning grey hair was a raised lump and considerable bruising.

‘Is that what killed him?’ Brown asked.

‘Possibly. I’m afraid I’m going to have to open him up to be sure.’

Brown took a step back when Caleb picked up the first knife. Caleb cast him a questioning glance, but the young man steadied himself and hunched on a stool, taking Caleb’s dictation.

An hour later, Caleb had his answer and he sent Brown to fetch Maidment and Russell.

The two men entered the room diffidently, Russell’s nose twitching at the smell of blood and bile. Caleb had covered the corpse but he wanted the two men to see what he had found. Using a scalpel he indicated the damage.

‘He died from a severe brain injury. A brain injury can mimic the symptoms of inebriation,’ Caleb said. ‘When he boarded the coach in Melbourne, he was not drunk, he was already dying.’

Maidment nodded. ‘Anything else?’

‘Significant bruising to his torso, several cracked ribs. Badly bruised kidneys.’ He held his tongue about the condition of Bowen’s liver. Years of alcohol abuse had left the man with a liver that would have killed him within a few short years, if that, anyway.

‘What are you saying?’ the policeman asked.

‘It is my medical opinion that shortly before he boarded the coach, Dr Bowen was attacked and beaten. During the attack, his head was struck by a hard object, causing massive internal bleeding to the brain, or he fell and hit his head.’

‘Murder.’ Maidment pronounced the word with heavy emphasis. ‘Or manslaughter, at the very least. Thank you, doctor. That’s helpful. I will need a statement from you.’

‘What do we do now?’ Russell asked.

Maidment glanced at the shrouded body. ‘We need to get him buried. I’ve asked the station carpenter to knock together a coffin and we’ll inter him here.’

‘We’re not going to take him back to Maiden’s Creek?’ Caleb asked.

Maidment shook his head. ‘Expensive and difficult and in this heat, he needs to be buried as soon as possible. This isn’t the first death at Shady Creek and there’s a cemetery of sorts on the property. Brown?’

‘Sir?’

‘We need to find a priest to officiate. Hunt, do you know his religion?’

Alcohol, Caleb thought. ‘Not something we ever discussed but from a few things he let slip, I’m guessing Catholic.’

‘Is there a priest in Buneep?’ Russell asked.

Brown nodded.

Maidment scratched his stubbled chin. ‘I’m going on to Melbourne to lodge a report and get the investigation going. I’ll take Brown with me and stop in Buneep and speak to the local priest. Mr Russell, I suggest you and Hunt stay here the night and see Bowen interred.’

Russell nodded. ‘It’s too late to leave now. Our hosts have beds for us.’

‘I’ll get going,’ Maidment said. ‘I can send a telegram to Melbourne from Buneep so they’ll be expecting me tomorrow.’ He shook his head. ‘Sad business. I’ll bid you good day and get on my way.’

Caleb stood in the doorway and watched both men walk back to the hotel. He turned back to the table and restored whatever dignity he could to Bowen’s mortal remains.
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It was dark by the time Caleb emerged from the stable, drying his hands and untying the leather apron. The hot day had passed into a warm night and he found Russell sitting on the verandah of the hotel, a glass of whiskey in his hand and the bottle and a second glass on the bench beside him. The parlour was deserted, all the passengers having departed to their various destinations.

‘Poor man,’ Russell said as he poured Caleb a drink. ‘Is there anything that could have been done?’

Caleb shook his head. ‘I doubt it. An injury like that was always going to kill him.’

Russell frowned and looked down at his glass. ‘Would he have suffered?’

‘I can imagine the bruising from the beating would have been uncomfortable,’ Caleb observed, ‘but no, whatever happened to him before he boarded the coach meant he probably died in his sleep without further pain.’

‘I know the man’s weakness but I always liked him. Is it wrong to feel relieved that you found a legitimate cause for Bowen’s death?’

Caleb took a swig of the whiskey. The malt burned his throat and he remembered he hadn’t eaten since breakfast. ‘I didn’t know him well but to send him to his grave as a sad alcoholic seems unfair to a man who had once, and could still be when the occasion warranted it, a good doctor,’ he said.

Russell nodded. ‘Maidment is going to instigate inquiries in Melbourne. We’ll see if we can find his murderer. A robbery gone wrong, no doubt, but someone will swing for it. We’ll see him decently interred tomorrow. I’ll ensure that we take up a collection back at Maiden’s Creek for a proper headstone so he won’t be forgotten, and I’ll write to his sister. Oh, by the way, when we went through his belongings, we found this. It’s addressed to you.’

He fished an envelope out of his pocket. Caleb turned it over in his hands and held it up to the light coming from the parlour window. Bowen had scrawled his name and punctuated it with an exclamation mark.

He broke the seal and unfolded two sheets of paper. The first was a short note from Bowen himself and for a moment the words blurred as Caleb read:

Hunt, you are too good a doctor to waste your life running from your vocation. I put your case to the Registrar of Medical Practitioners and he has provisionally approved your registration, pending evidence from you of your qualification from America. Have a glass of whiskey for me but don’t make a habit of it. Bowen.

The second sheet was a letter from the registrar confirming Caleb’s provisional registration. He handed it to Russell, who scanned the paper.

‘I thought he went to Melbourne to finalise his report on the smallpox case?’ Russell handed him back the paper. ‘We can’t have the town without a doctor. Job’s yours, Hunt.’

Caleb drained his glass. ‘I don’t have a choice, do I?’

‘No. You don’t have a choice, at least for now. The town’s growing. We need more than one doctor.’

Caleb stowed the envelope in the pocket of his waistcoat. ‘Is this the right time to mention that the town needs a hospital?’

Russell laughed. ‘We are painfully aware of that fact, but we need to raise the money, and to do that we need the mines to start producing viable gold.’

‘They’re not?’

Russell shrugged. ‘Not in big enough quantities to justify the labour that’s going into them. Gold fever is just that, Hunt—a fever. Those who have it are convinced the mother lode is in the next strike of the pick.’ He cast Caleb a quizzical look. ‘How’s your mine?’

‘Claim,’ Caleb said. ‘Not a mine, and frankly, I’ve been a little distracted since I returned to Maiden’s Creek. Can’t see when I’m ever going to get to give it some proper attention.’

‘If you need any help with investors and the like, come and see me.’

Silence descended as Mrs Gulliver brought out a meal. The warm, purple night wrapped around them, silencing the raucous parrots that roosted in the old gums beside the creek. The circle of days would continue, despite the violent death of the man now lying in the hastily constructed wooden box who would be buried in the morning.


Twenty-One

Maiden’s Creek

4 February 1872

A bright hot sun rose above the line of hills that flanked the valley, already baking the hard earth of Maiden’s Creek’s main street. The very air crackled with the heat and the congregations in the churches sweltered through long sermons. Rumours of Bowen’s death were circulating and after the Sunday service at St Thomas’s, Adelaide, who had taken the telegram from the Buneep constable, found herself accosted by curious townspeople wanting to know what, if anything, she knew. They went away disappointed.

Late in the afternoon, Adelaide heard the familiar cry of ‘Coach!’ that heralded the arrival of the Shady Creek coach. Netty came hurrying through from the house and the two women stepped onto the verandah. A larger crowd than usual had begun to gather outside The Empress, all turned towards the road into town, where the carriage made its careful way down the treacherous slope of Little John’s Sleigh Ride.

Netty left Adelaide and crossed the road to join the silent crowd as Amos turned his horses into the main street, bringing them to a halt outside the hotel. Men doffed their hats as if the coach carried Bowen’s body, instead of the young Italian couple who almost fell from the carriage the moment it stopped to be enveloped into a large, noisy crowd of friends and relations. The third passenger took his time to disembark, waiting for Amos to pull down the steps.

Adelaide saw no more than the man’s shadowy figure as he stepped onto the boardwalk on the far side of the coach. He appeared to adjust his hat and his head moved from left to right, taking in his surroundings. An imperious voice demanded, ‘My box, man. Now.’

For a heart-stopping moment, time stood still.

Surely not?

Unable to move, Adelaide stared at the coach, still surrounded by anxious townspeople clamouring for confirmation of Dr Bowen’s death, but their voices were dimmed by the hammering of her heart.

Netty, standing by the horses’ heads feeding carrots to Mac, looked up as the man spoke again. This time his words did not carry across the road. The carrots Netty held in her outstretched hand fell to the ground. Her horrified gaze went from the man who had just spoken to Adelaide.

Adelaide covered her mouth with her hands to stop herself crying out as Netty came flying across the road, all thoughts of Amos forgotten. She took Adelaide by the forearms and almost shook her in her excitement.

‘It’s—’ she began

‘No!’ Mindful of the people around her, the word came out as a fierce whisper.

Richard Barnwell had drowned in a shipwreck ten years ago. Everything she had done had been in the belief that he had died. He could not be standing in the main street of Maiden’s Creek.

‘I’m telling you, it is. A little older and heavier, but it’s him. He looked straight at me but he didn’t recognise me. How could I forget? How could you forget?’

‘I haven’t forgotten.’

Netty’s eyes gleamed with excitement. ‘Shall I fetch him for you?’

Adelaide thrust her friend through the door and slammed it shut, turning the key in the lock. She leaned against its reassuring solidity, her heart hammering beneath her stays.

Netty stared at her. ‘Why not?’

‘Not now, Netty, not like this. I need time to think.’

Netty frowned and put her hands on her hips. ‘I don’t understand. You should be pleased.’

‘I don’t know what I’m feeling,’ Adelaide pressed her hand to her heart. ‘I don’t feel anything.’

‘You can’t hide. He’ll find you soon enough. Even if he is asking for Adelaide Lewis, you’re the only Adelaide in this town and people will point him to the post office. I don’t understand. Don’t you want to see him?’

Adelaide clasped her friend’s hand. ‘Netty, darling Netty, I know you mean well, but this is a shock. Ten years is a long, long time. I’m not the same person. If he is looking for a giddy seventeen-year-old willing to fall at his feet, then he is going to be sorely disappointed.’

‘If he truly loves you—’ Netty began but Adelaide gave a snort of laughter. ‘Why do you laugh?’ Netty sounded hurt. ‘He must love you still to cross the world to find you.’

‘There is that,’ Adelaide conceded. ‘But I’ve changed.’

‘And if he’d come six months ago it would be different, would it?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘A certain handsome American doctor hadn’t come into your life then, had he? I’m no fool, Adelaide. There’s something between you and Caleb.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous. I’ve known him barely three months. How long has Amos been courting you?’

‘That’s different,’ Netty said. ‘Caleb’s different.’

‘What am I going to do?’

‘At least let me go and see where he’s lodging. When you’re ready, you can face him on your own terms.’

Adelaide drew a long, steadying breath and unlocked the door to let Netty out. ‘Find out what you can but don’t let him see you. We can’t rely on him not recognising you a second time.’

‘I won’t. I’ll ask Amos what he knows.’

Peering around the door, Adelaide watched Netty cross the road, affecting a studious casualness.

Alone in the empty post office, Adelaide slid down the door, reaching for the locket that she had worn every day for the past ten years. But now it lay folded in a handkerchief in her top drawer, where she had placed it the day Caleb had kissed her and told her he wished to pay court to her.

She should be thrilled. The man she thought she had loved, the man she had thought dead for ten years—the father of her child—had come to find her.

Why was her first instinct to flee?
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Adelaide passed a sleepless night, her mind churning with imagined conversations with this ghost from her past.

She couldn’t hide. The post office had to be opened and at some point during the day he would walk through the door. She set herself to work but every time the bell over the door tinkled, she started.

‘Morning, missus,’ Amos Burrell said, dumping the mailbags on the counter, sending the neat rack of inked stamps flying. He stooped to pick up the fallen stamps, which he set back in their rack. ‘Didn’t mean to startle you.’

‘Not at all. I was … deep in concentration,’ Adelaide said. ‘What’s the news from Shady Creek?’

Amos shrugged. ‘Not sure I can add anything. Old Bowen’s dead—passed away on the Melbourne coach. Quite a shock to the other passengers, I can tell you.’

‘When will Russell and the others be back?’

‘Dunno. When I left last night, Caleb was … um … trying to find out what killed the old fellow.’ He raised a questioning eyebrow at Adelaide, who nodded. ‘I guess they may be back later today, but I couldn’t say for sure. You suppose Caleb will be the new doc?’

‘I couldn’t possibly say,’ Adelaide responded.

Amos’s glance slid to the door to the residence.

‘Netty’s in the kitchen.’ Adelaide said, unbuckling the first bag.

‘Thanks, missus.’

‘Amos.’ Adelaide stopped him before he reached the door.

He turned back. ‘Yes, missus?’

‘What can you tell me about one of the passengers you brought in today?’

‘The Eyeties?’

‘No, the other one.’

Amos’s lip curled. ‘Oh, ’im. Mr ’igh and mighty. Flew into a rage when I insisted we stop at the Thompson for the night. Wouldn’t tip me for my trouble. Said it was because the coach was late. That was ’ardly my fault. We couldn’t leave Shady Creek till Mr Russell said so.’

‘Did he say why he was coming to Maiden’s Creek?’

Amos shrugged. ‘Just said ’e ’ad urgent business. Did ask me if I knew a Miss Lewis. Said I’d never ’eard of ’er. You ever ’eard of a Miss Lewis?’

Adelaide looked down at the ledger she had been working on. ‘Thank you, Amos. Ask Netty to bring me a cup of tea when she has a moment.’

Amos clumped out of the post office and she watched his head pass by the window on the path leading to her home. She had no doubt he would ask Netty to marry him soon. They’d been courting for three years and Netty deserved her happiness. She’d been loyal to Adelaide for too long.

From her counter Adelaide had a good view of The Empress hotel, where Richard had taken the best room, and as she worked, she found herself continually glancing up in the expectation of seeing him emerge. She had no intention of being caught unawares. He appeared just before lunch, incongruously clad in a fawn linen suit and a neat bowler hat. He looked up and down the street before crossing the road, heading straight to the post office.

Adelaide fought the instinct to turn and run. She took a deep breath then stilled, glad of the solid wooden counter that stood between her and the world.

The bell above the door rang and Richard entered, doffing his hat.

‘Good afternoon, my good woman,’ he said. ‘I was told you may be the person to ask—’ He stopped, staring at her. ‘Good God! Adelaide?’

For a long, long moment, they stood looking at each other across a gulf of ten years and a lifetime of hard experience.

Now she found herself face to face with him, Adelaide dredged up the courage to view him dispassionately.

Richard Barnwell, the love of her young life, had been eight years her senior when he had chosen her from the crowd of simpering debutantes at her coming out ball. They had danced together three times that night. He had trodden on her new blue satin dancing slippers and torn the lace on her hem, but he had made her laugh, made her feel special and, at seventeen, with no experience of men beyond the narrow world of her father, she had fallen hopelessly, foolishly in love with this blond-haired hero of every Walter Scott novel she had read made real.

Her Ivanhoe would be in his mid-thirties now. The years had thickened his torso and lessened his hair. He now wore a neat, waxed moustache and there were lines at the corners of his eyes and mouth.

She wondered what he saw: a thin, angular woman with her once glossy curls of dark hair, drawn severely back in an uncompromising bun at the nape of her neck, only relieved by the few stray locks she now allowed to soften her face.

‘Good afternoon, Mr Barnwell. What is it I can help you with?’

‘Adelaide.’ Richard smiled and held out his hand. ‘Come out from behind that desk.’

She hesitated and, with the greatest reluctance, lifted the counter. She stood out of his reach, her arms wrapped tightly around her body. Her eyes remained on his outstretched hand but she found herself unable to touch him. If she took his hand, maybe he would disappear again? Vanish from her life just as he had done ten years ago.

‘Addy …’ His voice cracked.

In a high, tight voice, she found the carefully chosen words she had rehearsed in the dead of night vanished. ‘You’re dead!’ were the only words that came out.

He shook his head, running a hand through his hair, tousling it and bringing back the man she remembered, the man she had loved.

‘Where do I start? Is there somewhere we can talk?’ He cast a meaningful glance at the door to the residence.

The bell on the door tinkled, making them both start as Mrs Jervis bustled in. She stood looking from one to the other, her eyes bright with curiosity. The tension in the room positively crackled.

‘Good afternoon, Mrs Jervis,’ Adelaide said, returning to her place behind the counter.

‘Are you serving this gentleman?’ the bank manager’s wife enquired.

‘No,’ Adelaide replied. ‘He is waiting on me to finish sorting the mail.’

‘Is there anything for me?’ Mrs Jervis asked.

Adelaide indicated the mailbags. ‘As you can see, I have barely started. Come back in the afternoon.’

Not one to depart without some tidbit of gossip to impart to Mrs Russell, the lady held out her hand.

‘Welcome to Maiden’s Creek, Mr …?’

Richard smiled and took her hand. ‘Barnwell,’ he said.

‘It is good to see a gentleman of evident quality. Are you just passing through?’

Richard shot Adelaide a quick glance. ‘No, I have some business to conclude.’

‘Well, if you are wishing advice, my husband, Mr Jervis, is manager of the Bank of Victoria and would be delighted to assist you.’

‘Thank you, madam. I shall bear that in mind.’

With a sniff and a last, lingering glance at Richard, the little woman left the post office, shutting the door behind her with a thump that set the bell jangling.

Safe behind her counter, Adelaide looked up at Richard, her composure regained.

‘I can’t talk now,’ she said. ‘My job comes first. I close the post office at five. Come then.’

Richard’s gaze swept the room, coming back to rest on her face. ‘You shouldn’t be doing this.’

‘And what should I be doing?’ she snapped. ‘Sitting in a fancy drawing room, dispensing tea and cucumber sandwiches? That’s not how my life turned out, Richard.’

‘Adelaide—’

The door jangled again.

‘Thank you, Mr Barnwell, we will talk about this matter later,’ Adelaide said, her tone crisp and professional. Fixing a smile on her face, she greeted her new customer.
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When Adelaide closed the post office, she found Richard already installed in her parlour, inspecting her bookshelf, with Netty hovering in the door to the kitchen. A pot of tea and slices of Netty’s latest cake were laid out on the table.

The two women exchanged glances and Netty returned to the kitchen, removing her apron. At Adelaide’s request she had collected Danny from school and sent him on an errand to the Chinese gardens. Adelaide did not want Danny to meet this stranger—yet.

Richard turned to face her, a slow smile lifting the corners of his mouth. Her heart jerked. She had forgotten his smile.

She indicated for Richard to sit at the table and, as if she were hosting him in her father’s well-appointed drawing room, poured him tea and served him cake. The familiar domestic movements calmed her and only when she held the tea cup in her hand did she raise her eyes to his once more.

‘What do we say to each other, Richard?’ she asked. ‘Where do we start?’

His answer surprised her. ‘Why did you run away?’

‘Because …’ She took a deep, shuddering breath. ‘When the news came that your ship had been lost, I was carrying your child. I thought you were dead. You know my father, you know what would have become of me if I had stayed.’

Richard set his tea down on the table. The cup rattled in the saucer, slopping liquid. His nervousness gave her courage. ‘Addy, why didn’t you tell me about the baby?’

‘I didn’t know. Not before you sailed.’ Anger bubbled in her chest as she remembered the shock of finding that she was with child. ‘I was innocent of these matters, Richard. No one thought to tell me that what we—what we did could have such consequences, and by the time I realised, you had gone.’

Even as she spoke, a sliver of doubt cut through her memory. Yes, she had been innocent, but he had most assuredly not been so naive. Richard had known the possible consequences of that liaison in the conservatory and yet he had let it happen.

‘What happened? Why was my father told your ship was lost at sea?’

‘A storm blew us off course and our ship was so badly damaged we had to hold over in Rio for repairs. When we got to Savannah, we were four months overdue. I can only assume that we were still floundering at sea with a broken mast when the Savannah agent telegraphed your father. If you hadn’t panicked …’ He spread his hands as if to apologise for something that had been none of his doing.

‘If I hadn’t panicked?’ Adelaide said. ‘What would you have done, if I hadn’t removed myself from my father’s house?’

He stiffened. ‘I would have done what I intended to do: marry you. There may have been a few raised eyebrows, but the child would have been born in wedlock and we—we would have been together.’

‘I had no choice.’ Adelaide could not hide her bitterness.

Richard picked up the tea and took a sip. ‘After we docked in Liverpool, I went to your home with every intention of asking for your hand. Your father—’ He set the tea cup down and his face twisted in anger. ‘Your father told me you were dead. I asked where you were buried so I could visit your grave, but he just ordered his man to throw me from the house.’

He loosened his tie and pulled a chain from beneath his shirt. Her breath caught as she recognised her locket. ‘I have worn this every day of my life and there is not a day goes by when I have not thought of you, grieved for you.’

She touched the place where the missing locket had once hung around her own neck. Its absence now felt like a betrayal.

He readjusted his tie. ‘But we must continue living, mustn’t we, Adelaide? I took a ship for India and made a good life for myself, managing a tea plantation. Made some money. Enough to live comfortably and support a wife and family.’

Adelaide looked down at the cup she held in her hand, the tea cooling rapidly. ‘And do you have such a wife and family?’

‘No. It was only ever you, Addy.’

She searched his face to test the sincerity of that statement. He returned her gaze with guileless blue eyes brimming with unshed tears.

‘What changed, Richard? Why have you come looking for me now?’

‘I received a letter from your father’s solicitor advising me that Sir Daniel was dying and he wanted to see me. He had important information he wished to impart to me. I considered tossing the letter in the fire, but curiosity got the better of me. I returned to England and found your father was indeed on his deathbed.’

Adelaide blinked, his words catching at her heart. ‘His deathbed?’

Richard nodded. ‘He died six months ago. Of course you wouldn’t know. I’m sorry, Addy.’

Adelaide lowered her cup to its saucer and let the news of her father’s death sink in.

Before her escape, he had always loomed large in her life, a booming, unloving presence who had never forgiven his only child for the death of her mother. And yet, even in the ten years of her exile, there had been few days when she hadn’t thought of him, pictured him in his shiny top hat and heavy overcoat on the Liverpool docks, counting in his ships. She had always looked over her shoulder, expecting him to appear behind her, larger and more menacing than he had ever been in reality. It came as a shock to think that he had gone and could no longer bend her to his will.

She picked up a spoon and stirred her tea, watching the leaves at the bottom of the cup swirl and eddy, wondering about the decisions she had made in her life and how different it might have been if she had stayed to face her father’s wrath. Would he have forgiven her? Allowed her to marry Richard? Could Danny have been born in wealth and comfort?

This was pointless speculation. What was done was done.

‘How did you find me?’

Richard paused. ‘Your father told me,’ he said and the hand resting on the table clenched. ‘He’d known where you were all the time.’

Adelaide let the teaspoon clatter against the side of the cup.

A wave of anger and disbelief washed over her. The momentary softening of her heart for her dead father evaporated and a red hot rage rose in her.

‘He knew? He knew and yet not once did he try to contact me?’

Richard nodded

‘Addy—there’s more.’ Richard leaned over and placed his hand on hers.

She looked down at it: soft and white with manicured nails. Not a hard workman’s hands. For a fleeting moment she thought of Caleb and his long, clever fingers that carried the gift of healing.

She pulled away, folding her hands on her lap beneath the table, and looked into his earnest blue eyes, fighting the urge to pick up her cup and hurl it at the wall. What more could there be?

‘Go on.’

Richard flinched as if she hit him. ‘It was he who told me about the baby. Another secret he had kept all these years. It’s all I have been able to think about since that day. I couldn’t imagine how it has been for you, bearing our child and carrying that responsibility alone. How lonely and abandoned you must have felt.’

The background thump, thump of the stampers echoed the beating of her heart and seemed to overwhelm them both. They sat without speaking for a long, long time.

After all, what words did she have?

With shaking hands, she poured herself another cup of the cold, stewed tea with no intention of drinking it, but the action calmed her.

Richard cleared his throat, but his voice cracked again as he said, ‘I would like to meet my son.’

My son.

Adelaide’s steely resolve began to crumble. She took a deep, steadying breath but despite this, her eyes filled with tears and she found the words sticking in her throat. All she could do was shake her head and look down at her hands, twisting together in her lap as she struggled to control her emotions.

He screwed up his eyes against the betraying tears. ‘Ten years, Addy, ten years of wasted time when we could have been together. I hope your father is rotting in hell.’

‘No.’ Adelaide held up her hand. ‘Don’t say that. For all his faults, he was still my father.’

‘And you can forgive him for driving you away—for lying to me? For forcing you to live like this, working for a living as a postmistress?’

The derision in the last word cut her to the heart and she stiffened. She couldn’t let him dismiss everything she had done with one glib statement. She was proud of the life she had made for herself with no man by her side.

‘Despite what you may think, I have made a good life for myself and Danny. I am paid well for my work and I enjoy it.’

He held up a hand. ‘I’m sorry, Addy, I didn’t mean to offend you.’ The distress had gone from his eyes. They gleamed as he leaned towards her. ‘Please tell me about Danny? After everything you have been through, you called him Daniel after your father?’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I thought of naming him for you, but it is enough that he looks like you.’

‘Does he? When can I meet him?’

At the yearning in his face, a wave of panic washed over Adelaide as the web of lies in which she had cocooned her son tightened around her throat.

She grasped Richard’s hand, her fingers tightening around his. ‘There is something you must understand, Richard. He doesn’t know the truth. He thinks his father was lost at sea, that we—I am a widow. I use my mother’s maiden name. The world knows me as Mrs Greaves. He can’t know that you are his father and that I—we were never wed.’ Tears caught at the back of her throat and ran unchecked. ‘I can’t let the world know …’

Richard returned her grasp, forcing her to look at him. ‘Addy, I understand. No one needs to know the truth, least of all Daniel. Once we are wed, no one will be any the wiser.’

She blinked. ‘Wed?’

‘Of course. I have to make it right, Addy. All of it.’

Adelaide extricated herself from his grip and rose to her feet to pace the floor.

‘Addy?’ His chair scraped as he pushed it back.

She turned to face him. ‘It’s too much, Richard. I have to think.’

He stood up and faced her, grasping her forearms. ‘What is there to think about? We have lost too much time already. We can leave tomorrow. Marry by licence in Melbourne and be on the next boat back to England within the month.’ He tightened his grip on her. ‘It’s time to come home, Addy. Time for both of you to resume your place in proper society, not waste your life in a place like this.’

She shook her head. ‘No, not just like that, Richard. I have obligations here that must be taken care of. As you said, we have lost so much time already, another few days will make no difference.’ She unwound her arms from his grasp, reversing the grip so she held him. ‘Please understand, I have changed and there is no doubt you have too, Richard.’

‘What is there to understand? It’s simple. You loved me once. Love can come again.’

She let go of his arms and took a step back. ‘I thought I loved you, Richard, but I was a child. I have had a lifetime to survive since then. I need time—we all need time to get to know each other again.’

He stared at her. ‘I am his father, Adelaide.’

Dread wrapped itself around her heart. ‘We can tell him the truth in good time, Richard, but please, promise me you will be guided by me? Allow me to introduce you to him as an old family friend, let him get to know you first. The rest can follow.’

Richard turned away, dashing his hand through his hair. ‘If that’s how it must be. Addy—’

She stepped back and held up her hand. ‘No. No more, Richard. I need time. Leave me.’

He nodded and picked up his hat from the day bed. He circled the brim in his hand. ‘When will I see you again?’

‘Come to supper tonight. I can introduce Danny to you and we can proceed from there.’

Richard nodded and repeated faintly, ‘Supper. Yes, that would be nice. Thank you for the invitation … Mrs Greaves.’

As the door closed behind him and the crunch of his boots on the gravel path receded, Adelaide sank onto a chair, willing her breathing to return to normal.

Was it only yesterday morning she had woken up to a regular day? Her thoughts had been of Caleb detained at Shady Creek, wondering when she would see him. In a few short hours, every lie she had told, every pillar on which she had constructed her life, had begun to crumble. Nothing seemed real any more. Nothing.

Her head pounded with the thousand conflicting thoughts and emotions and she laid her head on her arms, wanting the relief of tears, but they would not come.


Twenty-Two

The Catholic priest at Buneep sent a message with Constable Brown that he would not bury a man on the Sabbath and Caleb and Russell were forced to wait until Monday morning before they saw Ernest Bowen laid to rest in a quiet graveyard on the Shady Creek property. It was midday before they turned back to Maiden’s Creek, riding in silence through the heat of the day and arriving in the early evening.

They returned their horses to the livery stable and parted ways. At the post office, Caleb lifted the latch on the side gate and trudged down the path to the back door that led into the kitchen.

Netty answered his knock. ‘You can’t come in,’ Netty said. ‘Miss Adelaide’s not—not up to visitors.’

‘Is she unwell?’

Netty fidgeted. ‘Headache,’ she said. ‘It’s the hot weather.’

Caleb thought he understood. After all, as a doctor, he was hardly unfamiliar with women’s ‘headaches’, but he found something unsettling in Netty’s evasive manner.

‘Is there something I can do?’

Netty shook her head. ‘No, nothing. I’m sorry but there it is.’ She paused. ‘Is it true what Amos said? Bowen is dead?’

‘It’s true.’

‘Then I suppose you’re here to stay for a while.’

‘You suppose right,’ Caleb said. He doffed his hat. ‘Tell Adelaide I shall call on her tomorrow evening. Goodnight, Netty.’

‘Goodnight, Caleb.’

Netty had dispensed with the formality of ‘Mr. Hunt’ long before Adelaide.

Annoyance and confusion dogged his weary footsteps back to the doctor’s cottage he had, until recently, shared with Bowen. Now, according to Russell, as the acting town doctor, the cottage was his. He had to pass the Britannia and a sizeable crowd had gathered there, spilling off the verandah onto the street, blocking his path.

Caleb cleared his throat. ‘Excuse me, ladies and gentleman, can you let me through?’

But far from parting, the crowd closed in around him.

‘We’ve been waiting for you, doc.’ Yorkie Oldroyd stepped forward, calling down to Caleb from the verandah of the hotel. ‘Is it true? Is Dr Bowen really dead?’

Caleb nodded. ‘We laid him to rest at Shady Creek this morning.’

A murmur went through the crowd and once again all eyes turned to Oldroyd, who seemed to have been appointed an unofficial spokesman for the crowd.

‘Were it the drink?’

Caleb frowned. ‘Why do you want to know that?’

‘Cos that’s the story going around.’

In a loud, clear voice Caleb said, ‘No. He died of a brain haemorrhage. Any other story is false.’

The crowd seemed to visibly relax, murmuring among themselves.

A woman with a baby held to her pushed her way to the front of the group. He had treated the baby for croup. She now seemed well, sleeping peacefully in her mother’s arms. ‘You’ll be stayin’ on though, won’t you, Dr Hunt?’

‘We don’t want no one else,’ Oldroyd said.

‘I have agreed with Mr Russell I will stay in an acting capacity until another doctor can be appointed,’ Caleb said.

The murmur grew louder and Caleb held up his hand. ‘You have my word, I’ll not leave Maiden’s Creek without a doctor.’

That didn’t seem to satisfy the crowd. ‘There’s work enough for two doctors,’ a man said.

‘I agree with you and you also need a hospital, but that is conversation to be had with the council another day,’ Caleb said. ‘Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m tired and dusty and longing for my own bed and a beer.’

The woman with the baby nudged a basket at her feet. ‘This is for you, doctor. Enough for your supper and something for your breakfast.’

Caleb picked up the basket and lifted the cloth. The smell of hot pie rose enticingly.

He thanked her and the woman coloured. ‘Least I could do. If it hadn’t been for you, little Eve here’d be dead.’ She looked at the babe in her arms and smiled.

Oldroyd cleared his throat. ‘I saw what you did with that smallpox scare.’ He waved a hand at the hotel. ‘There’s a room at the Britannia you can use for a proper surgery. You can set it up with a desk and whatever else you need. We need proper medical care here and we’ve agreed that we’re going to get together to raise money for a hospital.’

‘Then you need to speak with Mr Russell. He would support such a proposal.’ Caleb spread his hands. ‘I see you folk have it all organised. Thank you, Yorkie, a proper surgery will be a godsend and thank you kindly for the supper, ma’am. It smells good. Now perhaps, if you can let me through, we’ll see what the morning brings.’

The crowd parted and he climbed the path to the cottage. The little building had been baking in the heat of the last two days and Caleb opened the doors and windows to try to let some cooler air waft through. He set his bag and the basket containing his supper on the table and looked around the untidy room. Battered old medical books covered in dust and ash were piled higgledy-piggledy on the mantelpiece. Caleb picked each one up and set it to rights, finding several notebooks written in Bowen’s neat hand at the bottom of the pile.

He flicked through them and his pulse quickened. They contained the doctor’s observations on medical conditions he had encountered since his arrival in Australia fifteen years earlier and were far more use to Caleb than the stuffy, outdated volumes. He placed the notebooks onto the armchair and turned to the basket of food. Apart from the pie, he found a bottle of ginger beer and a slab of cake.

After he had eaten, Caleb went looking for Bowen’s stash of whiskey, finding several bottles hidden under the doctor’s bed. He sat in the battered armchair beside the unlit fireplace, a glass in his hand, and began to read Bowen’s notes. If he was now a registered medical practitioner, he owed it to the people of Maiden’s Creek to be the best he could be and he had a great deal of catching up to do.

Engrossed in a description on the treatment for snake bite, a timorous rapping on the door made him start.

And so it begins, he thought, as he set the book aside and rose to answer the door.

For a long moment he thought he must have been imagining the knock as he held up the lantern and peered into the empty darkness.

‘Who’s there?’

A slight woman in a gown several sizes too big for her came forward into the light thrown by the lantern, her head lowered, her arms wrapped around her.

‘Are you looking for the doctor?’ Caleb asked.

The woman raised her head and Caleb recognised the pockmarked face.

‘Posy?’

The girl’s lips trembled and she nodded. ‘I heard you was back and I was wondering if you could spare me a penny or two?’ The woman’s voice shook. ‘I’ve had nothing to eat since yesterday and I’m awful hungry.’

Caleb stood aside. ‘Come in, girl. I’ve some pie left over from my supper you can have.’

She shook her head. ‘I can’t—’

‘Yes, you can, but if you want tea you’ll have to make it yourself.’

Posy stepped into the little parlour and stood looking around her as Caleb set the leftover pie on the only clean plate he could find.

‘There you go. Eat up.’

She pulled up a stool to the table and tucked into the simple meal with such enthusiasm, Caleb believed her story of not having eaten for a day or two.

Only when she had finished did he ask about her employer.

Posy’s eyes brimmed with tears. ‘The master said he couldn’t afford to keep me so he let me go without even the fare back to Melbourne. I lost everything when they burned the house down.’ She held out her drab skirts. ‘Some kind soul gave me this but it’s all I’ve got. They even burned my mother’s silk shawl.’ A tear dribbled down her cheek. ‘It was all I had of hers.’

An anger at Murray’s heartless disregard for the girl rose in Caleb. ‘Where’s Murray gone?’

Posy could not disguise her bitterness as she said, ‘Back to Melbourne, taking little Robbie with him. Dare say he’ll leave the child with mistress’s sister, if the pox didn’t take ’em too.’ Her lip trembled again and she looked up at Caleb. ‘But he wouldn’t take me. Just left me here.’ She swallowed. ‘I’m a hard worker, Dr Hunt. If you know of anyone what wants a maid of all work?’ Her gaze travelled meaningfully around the dusty, cluttered surfaces of the doctor’s parlour.

The girl had proved herself a competent nurse, Caleb reminded himself, and she could be useful.

‘What did Murray pay you?’ he asked.

‘Ten pound,’ she said, ‘but I don’t want nothing more.’

Caleb cleared his throat. ‘To be honest with you, Posy, I’ve no money to pay a servant.’

She shook her head. ‘That doesn’t matter,’ she said. ‘Bed and board, and I’ll keep this place clean and cook and wash for you.’

‘Do you have somewhere to lodge?’

Posy’s thin face brightened as she recognised capitulation. ‘I’ll find somewhere and I’ll come every day and look after you real well.’

Caleb sighed. ‘I’m sure you will, Posy. Very well, let’s see how we go for a few weeks, shall we? Once I get a few patients willing to pay, we can talk about some proper wages.’

She grinned at him. ‘I knew you had a kind heart, doctor. You might pretend to be all hard and know-it-all—’

He raised a finger. ‘Enough, Posy. You will start tomorrow by cleaning this cottage from ceiling to floor.’

‘May I sleep on your verandah tonight?’ she asked.

Apart from mosquitos, the night was warm and the verandah sheltered from the elements and prying eyes. Caleb carried out the cot from the spare bedroom while he took Bowen’s bed.

Despite his exhaustion, Caleb lay awake for a long time, listening to the tick of the night insects, seemingly louder than the thump of the battery. He thought of Adelaide and how much he had longed to see her and talk through the events of the past few days. She was the only person in Maiden’s Creek who would understand his grief at Bowen’s death.

She was his ‘grand girl’ but from his strange reception tonight, he wondered if she had really agreed to step out with him. Had he misinterpreted her intentions?

He had to admit he had limited experience in courting a woman. Before the war there had been nice girls he had escorted to social events, but that hardly constituted a courtship. The war had ended all that had been good and wholesome in his life. He had seen at first hand the results of the base instincts of men who had been reduced to nameless, faceless soldiers. While he hadn’t been a monk, his own encounters with women had always been short-lived, satisfying mutual loneliness and need but never involving the heart. And after the war? Apart from a girl in San Francisco, there had been no one.

He wondered if Penrose would be any use as a source of advice about what would be considered proper. Penrose, who had lost his heart to one of Lil’s girls? Maybe not.

From somewhere in the town below him came the sound of tuneless singing that, for a short moment, drowned out all other noise. He thought again of Bowen. What had prompted Bowen to see to his registration as a doctor? Had the old doctor seen a lost soul who craved stability and purpose or had it simply been the opportunity to lessen his own workload? Whatever the reason, Caleb didn’t know whether to thank him or curse him.


Twenty-Three

Netty sat down on the end of Adelaide’s bed. Adelaide uncurled and, with a shuddering sob, sat up.

‘Who was at the door?’ she asked.

‘Caleb. I sent him away. Told him you had a headache.’

With a shaking hand, Adelaide brushed the long strands of hair away from her face. ‘Netty, you had no right—’

‘I could hardly tell him you were on your bed sobbing your heart out over another man, could I?’

Adelaide blew her nose on her sodden handkerchief. ‘What am I going to do?’

‘You know I can’t tell you that.’

‘It’s not about what I want, is it? It’s what’s best for Danny. It has to be about what’s best for Danny.’

When Netty said nothing, Adelaide continued, ‘If I do what Richard wants—marry him and return to England—Danny will have a father, respectability, a place in society.’

‘He said your father’s dead. I know one should speak no ill of the dead, but I bet there was no one to mourn him at the graveside.’

‘I would have mourned him,’ Adelaide said. ‘For all his faults, he was still my father.’

Netty snorted. ‘And what’s he done with his fortune and his business?’

Adelaide shook her head. ‘I don’t know. He despised my cousin Albert but I suppose he was the nearest male relative. Maybe Richard knows?’

Netty’s mouth tightened and without looking at Adelaide, she said, ‘And what about your American?’

Adelaide bridled at the very question she had been asking herself. ‘He’s not my American and this is nothing to do with him,’ she said. ‘This is about Danny. He should be with his father.’ But she could hear the rising note of uncertainty in her voice.

‘You think just because a man planted the seed, he has the right to the harvest?’ Netty said.

‘Netty!’

‘Well, it’s true. My own father was a drunken good-for-nothing—the man who lived with my ma was more a father to me and my brothers and sisters than ever my pa was. It’s been a long time since you and Mr Barnwell formed an attachment. I can tell you that you’re not the same person. I would wager neither is he.’

‘What do you mean, Netty?’

‘I mean that you should take time to get to know Mr Barnwell. Don’t you go giving him your answer until you’re sure in your own heart.’ Netty stood up. ‘In the meantime, you have work to do and a post office to run and Mr Barnwell will be at the door any minute. Tidy yourself up and put a smile on your face and the world’ll seem a better place.’

The door clicked behind her and Adelaide threw a glance at the reflection in the mirror that hung over the washstand. Her mirror, her washstand—items purchased by dint of her own hard work. If she truly loved the man to whom she was committing her life, how hard would it be to surrender that hard-won independence? Netty was right. She needed to time to reacquaint herself with Richard, learn to love him again or, if not love, at least forge a friendship. Friendships could lead to love.

The tears threatened again. Friendship had led to love with Caleb but now she had to put that to one side. Everything had changed. Everything.
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When the knock came, Adelaide took one last glance at herself in the mildewed mirror that hung over the fireplace, tucked a wayward curl into place, fixed a smile on her face and, with hands that shook and a heart that crashed against her corset stays, opened the door.

Richard stood in the shelter of the porch, holding two parcels wrapped in brown paper and string.

Adelaide stood aside to admit him.

He scanned the room and turned back to face her. ‘Where is he?’

The eagerness in his face caught at her heart. How would she feel if she were meeting her child for the first time?

She called Netty and as arranged, Netty brought Danny in, shepherding him before her.

‘Mr Barnwell.’ Netty acknowledged the man without a curtsey. Back in England it would have been a meek bob of the head but now Netty looked the man in the eye, unafraid, and Adelaide realised, with a jolt, how much her relationship with Netty had changed from that of mistress and servant to friend and equal.

Danny and Richard stared at each other, Danny with puzzlement and Richard with—what? Surprise?

Richard held out his hand to Danny.

‘You must be Daniel,’ he said with a smile. ‘How do you do, sir.’ He glanced at Adelaide. ‘I am an old friend of your mother’s and I’ve come all the way from England to meet you.’

Danny glanced at his mother, who gave him what she hoped looked like a reassuring smile and a nod. Danny took the offered hand and shook it.

‘Nice to meet you, sir,’ he said. ‘Did you have a good voyage?’

‘It took a very long time, but I am pleased to be here. I knew your mother when she was not much older than you,’ Richard said and Adelaide’s stomach knotted. Had she loved him for so long?

‘Did you know my father?’ Danny asked, the eagerness in his voice cutting Adelaide to the core.

Richard shot Adelaide a quick glance and she begged him with her eyes to keep his peace.

‘I’ve brought you a present,’ Richard said, reaching for the largest of the two parcels.

Danny’s eyes widened. ‘It’s not my birthday until April.’

‘I see you are a very well brought-up young man. Sometimes presents can be given and received when it is not Christmas or your birthday. See, I have one for Mama too.’ He handed Adelaide the small parcel.

‘That was kind. Thank you,’ Adelaide said.

Richard rubbed his hands together and with a forced bonhomie, said, ‘Aren’t you going to open them?’

Adelaide nodded at Danny, who knelt on the floor, carefully undoing the string and laying it to one side before unfolding the brown paper.

‘When I was your age,’ Richard said, ‘I would have torn straight through the paper to see what was inside.’

Danny glanced up. ‘Mama would be cross if I wasted good paper,’ he replied with such seriousness Adelaide covered her mouth to conceal the smile.

The last fold fell away to reveal a wooden box. Danny’s eyes widened. ‘Mama! Soldiers. Oh, thank you, Mr Barnwell. I’ve always wanted soldiers.’

‘Mr Barnwell sounds so formal,’ Richard said. ‘You can call me …’ He glanced at Adelaide. ‘Call me Uncle Richard.’

‘Why? Are you my uncle?’

‘No, but it’s a polite title for good friends of your parents,’ Adelaide said. ‘And Mr. Barnwell is a very dear friend.’

Danny glanced at his mother. ‘You haven’t opened your present, Mama.’

Adelaide sat on one of the chairs by the table and like her son, carefully unwrapped the slim box, saving the paper and string for another use. She lifted the purple and silver lid of the carboard box and gently pushed aside the tissue to reveal a lace collar. She lifted it out, her traitorous soul taking pleasure in its airy lightness and the pretty floral pattern.

‘Irish,’ Richard said. ‘I hope you like it.’

‘Thank you. That was very generous of you.’

Richard waved a hand at her sombre skirts. ‘Do you always wear black?’

‘You forget, I am a widow in mourning for my husband.’

‘But it has been ten years, Adelaide. Time to let the past go.’

‘Who’s this?’ Danny, preoccupied with the contents of his box, held up a miniature of the Duke of Wellington.

‘Supper’s ready,’ Netty said from the doorway. She set the roast chicken in the middle of the table. One of the precious hens had gone the way of the fatted calf.

Adelaide indicated the chair opposite Danny. Richard glanced at Netty’s place as he sat. ‘Someone else expected?’

‘Only Netty,’ Danny said.

‘You dine with your servant?’

Adelaide sensed rather than heard her friend’s sharp intake of breath.

‘Netty is not my servant,’ Adelaide replied. ‘She is my friend.’

Richard’s lips tightened. ‘Your father would never—’

‘My father is dead and this is not England.’ Adelaide glared at Richard. ‘Netty, would you say grace?’

After tea, Richard turned the full force of his attention on Danny, sprawled on the rag rug on the floor, helping him set up the soldiers and telling him about the Battle of Waterloo as he did so.

Watching the two blond heads bent together in mutual interest, Adelaide found herself warming to Richard. She could see glimpses of the young man he had been, the man she had loved. Perhaps there was enough still there to rekindle what had been between them.

The clock struck eight.

‘Time for bed,’ Adelaide said to Danny.

‘Surely—’ Richard began.

‘Danny has school and I have work, Richard.’

‘Ah. Of course. In that case, thank you for a delightful evening. I shall call on you tomorrow, Adelaide,’ Richard said as they parted at the front door.

She closed the door and stood with her hands on her hips, looking at Danny as he moved Napoleon Bonaparte on his fine black horse to the head of the French troops.

‘Bed time, Danny. Pack up your soldiers.’

With slow, deliberate care, Danny set the figures back into the box in proper order.

‘That was a generous present,’ she said, her heart breaking at the thought that in his ten short years, Danny had never really been given a toy for either Christmas or birthday; all his gifts had been practical things he had needed. Now, in a few short months, he had received two presents to warm the heart of a small boy: a knife from Caleb and a set of soldiers from Richard.

‘Did you like Uncle Richard?’ she asked, her tongue sticking on the honorary epithet.

He met her eyes. ‘Why?’

‘It’s not polite to answer a question with a question, Danny.’

‘Do you like him?’ Danny compounded the breach of etiquette.

‘Yes. He’s an old friend and I liked him very much.’

‘Then if you like him, so do I.’ Danny hesitated. ‘But he’s not as much fun as Caleb. He let me fire his Colt.’

‘He did what?’ Adelaide quelled her rising anger but made a note to speak to Caleb Hunt about letting her son handle firearms.

‘Only once,’ Danny mumbled, looking down at his best shoes.

‘Mr Barnwell may not be as much fun as Caleb,’ Adelaide said, ‘but sometimes we need more than fun.’

Someone who is reliable and respectable and will give us stability and the life we were born to, she thought.


Twenty-Four

7 February 1872

The bell above the door tinkled and Adelaide looked up. ‘Caleb!’

Caleb shut the door behind him and whipped the hat from his head. ‘I came to see if you were feeling better,’ he said.

A smile curved his lips and Adelaide’s traitorous heart beat a rapid tattoo at the memory of those lips on hers.

She fiddled with the brooch at her throat. ‘Much better,’ she said. ‘It’s the heat. Someone was telling me this morning that there have been lightning strikes in the mountains and that will mean bushfires. As long as they stay in the mountains …’

He took a step towards her, a frown creasing his brow. ‘Adelaide, have I done something to offend you?’

Before Adelaide could respond, the door opened and Richard, wearing his fawn suit and bowler hat, entered.

‘Damned hot out there,’ Richard said. ‘I don’t know how you can stand it. How are you this morning, my dear?’

Caleb turned to look at the intruder and his shoulders stiffened.

Richard curled his lips into something that looked to Adelaide like a cross between a smile and a snarl. ‘If it isn’t the so-called doctor,’ Richard clicked his fingers. ‘My apologies, doctor, your name escapes me.’

Caleb’s gaze returned to Adelaide, the grey eyes as cold as flint. ‘You know this man, Adelaide?’

Her heart skipped a beat at the ferocity of his gaze. ‘Yes,’ she said with an unnatural brightness. ‘Richard is an old friend of my family in England. Are you acquainted?’

Richard opened his mouth to speak but Caleb interrupted. ‘We met at Shady Creek. Mr Barnwell took exception to being delayed by Bowen’s death. Apparently he had urgent business in Maiden’s Creek that could not be delayed by anything so irritating as the death of an old man.’

Richard’s jaw worked. ‘A misunderstanding. I was tired and the man was a drunken sot who inconvenienced a number of people.’

Caleb had not moved but Richard took a step back as the doctor said, ‘Have a care, Barnwell. Bowen was greatly loved in this town, and a friend of mine.’

‘He may well have been but he got onto the coach drunk and made the whole journey a nightmare and then to die on my shoulder …’ Richard shuddered.

‘How inconvenient of him to die,’ Caleb barked. ‘But rest assured, Mr Barnwell, his death was not caused by alcohol.’

‘Really?’ Richard drawled, stroking his moustache. ‘You could have fooled me.’

‘A brain aneurysm often does.’ Caleb turned to Adelaide. ‘My apologies for interrupting you, Mrs Greaves. I will leave you to your visitor.’

Caleb turned on his heel and pushed past Richard, his shoulder catching the shorter man, causing Richard to take a step to steady himself. He made a show of straightening his linen jacket as if Caleb had been an annoying insect that he had to brush away.

‘What an oaf. Is that uncouth American a friend of yours, Adelaide?’ he asked, turning to face her as the door slammed shut.

‘Yes,’ she said.

He took her hand and pressed it to his lips. ‘Then, my dear, all the more reason to take you away from this dreadful place.’

‘You can hardly claim to know him, Richard.’

‘I know his sort. I spent a good deal of time in the southern states of America before and during their wretched little war.’

‘And what is his type?’

‘One of those Southerners who lost everything and will take a chance on anything. Yesterday it was a game of poker, today it’s as the town doctor, tomorrow it will be something else.’ He paused. ‘And for heaven’s sake, how did a man like that or the drunken fool on the coach get to be the town doctor?’

‘He’s only the acting town doctor.’ Even as she said those words, a wave of guilt washed over her at her disloyalty. How could she enter into Richard’s world of belittling Caleb after everything Caleb had done for the town and for her? ‘But he is very good at what he does,’ she added, too late.
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Richard lingered in the post office as Adelaide sorted the mail and dealt with customers, who cast him curious glances. The click of the telegraph came as a relief. With Richard leaning on the counter, it took all of Adelaide’s concentration to complete the telegram, a message for Mr Cowper, on the current share price of the stock. She transcribed her shorthand onto an official form and sealed it in an envelope.

Richard smiled. ‘Anything interesting?’

‘Absolutely none of your business,’ Adelaide said, reaching for her hat.

‘Are you going out?’

‘Yes, I have to deliver this telegram.’

‘Don’t you have anyone to do it for you?’

‘No.’ That was not quite true. Danny, if he was not in school, delivered telegrams around the town, for which she paid him sixpence.

She summoned Netty to mind the counter.

‘I’ll walk with you.’ Richard leaped for the door, holding it open for her.

‘You can walk where you like,’ Adelaide said.

An unrelenting February sun beat down on them as they stepped outside. Only the most intrepid townspeople were out in the heat, keeping to the shade of verandahs as they hurried on their way. Richard ran a finger around the starched collar. ‘Is it always this hot?’

‘No,’ Adelaide said. ‘It can snow in winter.’

Richard shuddered. ‘What on earth made you choose this—this—ghastly little place?’ he said, his voice embarrassingly loud above the noise of the stampers.

Because I thought my father would never find me here.

‘I happen to like it,’ Adelaide said.

‘How long have you been here?’

‘Nearly four years.’

‘And before that?’

‘I worked in the General Post Office in Melbourne.’

‘I’m sorry, Addy, there is so much I don’t know about your life and I get so angry at the thought of you having to work for a living.’

She glanced up at him. She remembered him as being so very much taller than her. He seemed to have shrunk in the intervening years—he barely topped her by three or four inches.

‘It might surprise you but I enjoy it.’

‘Not that way, you idiot!’

The liquid cadence of the Virginian accent interrupted their tense conversation and her heart clenched as she looked across the road at the Britannia Hotel. The tall familiar figure in the bright waistcoat stood on the road, hands on his hips and shirt sleeves rolled up. He seemed to be directing two men who were trying to fit a large desk through a narrow doorway.

Caleb saw her and waved, indicating for her to stop. He loped across to her. As he reached her, he pulled off his hat, his dark hair sticking to his forehead.

‘Mrs Greaves, I clean forgot why I called by this morning.’ His gaze flicked to Richard. ‘Mr Barnwell. I apologise for waylaying you but I have a favour to ask.’ He turned back to the hotel and shouted. ‘Posy, come out here.’

A tiny figure in an oversized gingham dress stepped onto the verandah. Caleb gestured for the young woman to join them. She bobbed her head and looked fixedly at the ground.

‘This here’s Posy Edwards.’

‘I know Posy,’ Adelaide said. ‘You worked for the Murrays, didn’t you?’

Posy gave a curt nod.

‘Mr Murray has upped and left town, leaving Posy to fend for herself, so I’ve given her a job as my housekeeper, but as you can see the poor girl was left with only this disgraceful rag to her name. Caleb waved a hand at the shapeless dress that swamped the girl’s slight frame. I was wondering if you could help by asking the good ladies of the town if they have some necessities to help this poor girl?’

‘Of course,’ Adelaide said. ‘Netty and I will be glad to help.’

Posy looked up, a shy smile on her face. ‘Could you, missus?’

Adelaide smiled. ‘I will speak with the Ladies’ Committee and I can guarantee, by the end of the week, you will be dressed like a duchess. Where are you staying?’

Posy glanced at Caleb. ‘Dr Hunt has made an arrangement with Yorkie for me to bed down at the Britannia with his maids.’

‘Thank you kindly, Mrs Greaves,’ he said.

His expression of bland politeness told her nothing and she was reminded of the man she had first met—polite but distant. Everything that had passed between them had been locked away.

She gestured at the labouring workmen, who had managed to get the desk stuck on the door frame. ‘What’s happening at the Britannia?’

‘I’m setting up a surgery,’ he said, adding with a rueful smile, ‘of sorts. Mr Russell kindly donated the desk. It will take up pretty much the whole room. Certainly doesn’t leave space for much more than a couple of chairs but at least it’s somewhere folk can find.’

‘A surgery? In a hotel?’ Richard said, his lip curled in distaste.

Caleb’s gaze flicked to Richard. ‘It’s as good a place as any,’ he said. ‘Posy here is giving it a good cleaning with carbolic.’

Posy looked up at Caleb with what Adelaide could only describe as adoration. She wondered if Caleb made a habit of collecting waifs and strays, like herself … like Danny.

‘If you will excuse me, Caleb, I have a telegram to deliver,’ Adelaide said.

He inclined his head in a gesture of dismissal that took in both herself and Richard and returned to the problem of the desk.

‘You are very familiar with that man,’ Richard said.

Adelaide ignored the stiffness in his tone. ‘He’s a friend.’

‘Hardly your sort of people.’

‘Who are my sort of people, Richard?’

He opened and closed his mouth, then said, ‘People of quality—people of the better classes.’

‘People like you?’

‘Exactly.’

She quickened her step to hide her annoyance. ‘I find the people of Maiden’s Creek on the whole better company and far more honest than those my father thought were suitable company.’

Richard huffed. ‘You have been away from England too long, Addy.’

She stopped and faced him. ‘Tell me again, Richard, how did you find me?’

He turned guileless blue eyes on her. ‘I told you, your father knew where you were.’

‘And how did he know?’

‘He had his ways.’ He paused. ‘Oh, very well, you have a right to know. That maid of yours had a sister in Yorkshire, didn’t she?’

Netty’s sister in Whitby who had taken them in when Adelaide first fled her father’s home. It stood to reason that Netty had kept in touch all these years and she could hardly take issue with her friend for that, but now it seemed so obvious. It wouldn’t have taken much persuasion, particularly if it was silver, for Mary to have kept Sir Daniel informed of her sister’s whereabouts.

‘So, he knew about—about Danny?’ She could understand her father not wishing to renew any contact with her, but to cut his own grandson from his life? Ten years of hurt and abandonment threatened to overwhelm her in the main street of Maiden’s Creek. She bit back the sob that had risen in her throat.

Richard nodded. ‘Of course he did.’ He stopped and caught her arm, swinging her to face him. ‘He was a vengeful, mean old man, Addy.’

‘He’s dead and there’s nothing I can say to him now, but what of his estate? What became of that?’

Richard shrugged. ‘Your cousin, I suppose. I didn’t think to ask. My only thought was of finding you and the child.’

They were passing the school. The sounds of the younger children reciting their times tables came drifting out the open windows. Danny would be inside the hot classroom, labouring over an arithmetic problem. Another wave of anger washed over her. Even a few hundred pounds from the man’s massive wealth could have ensured Danny had a good education at a school in Melbourne.

‘He made no provision for Danny at all?’

‘Not that I am aware of.’

Fit from the years of climbing the steep paths around Maiden’s Creek and fired with fury at her father, Adelaide made the sharp climb up to the mine without difficulty but Richard fell behind and was panting heavily when he arrived at the flat yard surrounded by mine buildings.

They met Will Penrose heading for the mine’s main adit. He stopped as Adelaide hailed him.

‘Mrs Greaves, what brings you here?’

‘Telegram for Mr Cowper.’

‘He’s down the main lead. I was just going to him. Give it to me and I’ll take it.’

Penrose’s gaze moved to the man standing beside her and Adelaide made the introduction. The two men shook hands.

‘Sorry I can’t stop,’ Penrose said. ‘If you’re staying in Maiden’s Creek, come back another time and I can give you a tour of the mine, Mr Barnwell.’

A look of such distaste flickered across Richard’s face it was as though Penrose had offered him a tour of the sewerage works. He composed himself but too late. Penrose’s eyes narrowed and he took the envelope from Adelaide. He bade them both a curt farewell and hurried off to be swallowed up by the uninviting hole in the side of the hill.

Richard watched him go. ‘If Mr Penrose is another example of the sort of people you now mix with, Adelaide, it is little wonder that your manners are sadly lacking.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean, I have come around the world to rescue you from this life of servitude and you do not seem the least bit grateful. Come away with me, Adelaide. Let me return you to the life you were born to.’

A couple of the mine’s employees gave them interested glances as they passed and Adelaide grasped Richard by the sleeve of his crumpled linen jacket and turned him back the way they had come.

As she strode down the hill, Adelaide seethed. At the bottom, she rounded on Richard. Making sure no one was within earshot, she said, ‘If my manners seem a little lacking, it is because this has been a shock. Did you really expect me to fall into your arms? I told you yesterday, I need time to get to know you again. To make my own judgement as to whether that girlish infatuation retains enough fire to turn to mature love and for us to make a life together. All I ask is that you are patient with me.’

Richard recoiled. ‘Adelaide, please believe me, you have my word as a gentleman, I loved you then and I still love you and I would prove that to you by giving you the time you need.’ He paused. ‘How long do you want?’

She shook her head. ‘I don’t know. A week or two, maybe?’

Richard looked up and down the street. ‘And what am I expected to do?’

Adelaide smiled. ‘There is a lending library at the Mechanics’ Institute. Catch up on some reading, perhaps?’

Richard took her hand in his. ‘As long as you need, but, if we are to start afresh, perhaps you may allow me to call upon you, Miss Lewis.’

Adelaide glanced around her and lowered her voice. ‘Mrs Greaves. Please remember that, Richard. I have worked hard to build my respectability and as far as this town is concerned, I am a widow and my name is Greaves. My husband was lost at sea before Daniel was born. No one can ever know. Please promise me that?’

He squeezed her fingers. ‘Of course, you have my promise. Allow me to court you openly as an old family friend then.’

She pulled her hand from his grasp. ‘Thank you for your company, Richard. I can make my own way home.’

With a flick of her skirt, she left him standing in the road and walked briskly the few hundred yards back to the post office. As she passed the Britannia she glanced at the open door of the new medical clinic but saw no sign of Caleb.


Twenty-Five

‘If you want to ’it someone, I’d thank you to do it outside,’ Lil remarked, setting Caleb’s bourbon down in front of him.

Caleb picked up the glass and turned it between his fingers, watching the light in the golden liquid.

‘You’re wrong,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to hit someone but I intend to get drunk, roaring drunk.’

‘Fine by me, dearie, as long as you pay,’ Lil said and lined up a second bourbon.

He was only on the second whiskey when Will Penrose found him.

Penrose dropped his hat on the table and sat down with an audible groan.

‘Bad day?’ Caleb enquired.

‘My uncle is pushing too hard.’ Penrose ran a hand over his eyes. ‘The men are tired and that’s when accidents happen. He’s a hard man.’

‘Is he hard on you?’

Penrose shrugged. ‘I’m good at what I do and he values that. When I first came here, the main tunnel looked like it had been dug by a drunken mole. It took a year, but I straightened it. Once we can get the steam engines in and really start digging down that’s where the money is but until then, we are running mostly on fresh air and the goodwill of our investors. What about you? I expected to find you all respectable and looking forward to doctoring the sick and injured of Maiden’s Creek. Instead you look like a man who’s just been told his horse has died.’

‘Everything’s wonderful, just wonderful,’ Caleb replied with heavy irony. When his friend just looked at him with his eyebrow cocked, he conceded, ‘Some English cove has turned up claiming to be an old friend of Adelaide’s family.’

‘Oh, him. Barn—Barnwell. I met him today. He was trailing around after Adelaide like an overeager puppy.’

Caleb set his empty glass down with a thump.

‘Is that your third or fourth drink tonight?’

‘Only my second.’

‘You sent for me. Was it to moan about Adelaide or are you going to tell me why you wanted to see me?’ Penrose asked.

Caleb stared at the glass while he pondered the sense of a refill. He remembered why he had wanted to see Penrose and pushed the glass aside. He pulled the quartz Adelaide had found from his pocket and handed it to him. ‘Have a look at this. Found it the other day up at Shenandoah. When I had a dig around, it looked like there might be a decent seam. Tell me I’m not going mad?’

Penrose glanced around, but Lil’s Place was quiet and Lil herself preoccupied in the kitchen. ‘Don’t know who’s watching,’ he said and held the rock below the table, turning it over in his hand and scraping at the sparkling line of gold with his thumbnail.

When his eyes met Caleb’s, they shone. ‘It’s the real thing,’ he said. ‘And a good sample too. I’ll get it crushed and properly analysed. But if you want investors you are going to need more than just a lump of rock. We’ll need to take some more samples.’

Caleb nodded, catching Penrose’s excitement. ‘This changes everything, doesn’t it? Correct me if I’m wrong, Penrose, but if this was found on the surface, why dig an adit? Can’t we just mine from the top down?’

Penrose nodded. ‘Certainly cheaper … the five-head stamper has made the old one redundant. I can tell my uncle that a mine up the valley has bought it. We’ll have to find the money for it. We need a couple of teams of experienced men—’ He broke off. ‘We’re getting ahead of ourselves. First I need to get some good samples. This is going to take a bit of thought and planning, Hunt.’

‘Is it worth asking your uncle for advice?’

Penrose’s mouth tightened. ‘No. It’s a hard thing to say about your own family, but I don’t entirely trust him,’ he said. ‘He’s ruthless when it comes to business. I’ve seen him destroy a couple of the mining companies adjoining the Maiden’s Creek Mine and then buy them out for a fraction of their worth.’

‘If you want to join with me, this find could make independent men of us both,’ Caleb said.

Penrose turned the rock in his hand. ‘It would be good to be my own man again.’

A gurgle of female laughter echoed in the room and both men turned. Sissy and Nell had entered and were settling themselves at a table near the door. Seeing Penrose, Sissy waved and made to rise, but Lil rolled in from the kitchen and Sissy sank back in her seat.

‘So why don’t you marry that girl of yours?’ Caleb asked.

Penrose’s smile faded. ‘That is complicated.’

‘She’s not tied to Lil, is she?’

‘No, she can leave any time she wants, but—’

‘Respectable men don’t marry whores,’ Caleb said, and when his friend winced, he knew he had hit on the truth. A strange sense of disappointment washed over him.

Penrose stared down at the stained and scarred table. ‘You have to understand, Caleb, in my class in society it would be total social disaster. I can’t pass her off as a suitable wife—she’s from the slums of London, labelled as soon as she opens her mouth. And then someone is bound to start nosing around her past and discover, well, you know.’

Caleb leaned forward. ‘It’s your life, Penrose, but if you have no intention of making an honest woman of her, don’t you think she has the right to know? I can see by the way she looks at you that she’s thinking of you as her saviour, the one who’s going to take her away from this life.’

Penrose’s mouth drooped. ‘I know. If it makes me a cad—’

‘It does and don’t say “but she’s just a whore”. She’s a woman and you’re going to break her heart, Will Penrose.’

‘And you’re any better?’ Penrose snapped back. ‘The whole town is already talking about you and Adelaide Greaves.’

Caleb sat back in his chair and picked up his glass. ‘Looks like I was mistaken, Penrose. That bloody Englishman is acting mighty proprietorial. “Old family friend”.’ He scoffed and reached over the bar for the concealed bottle.

Penrose tugged at his waistcoat and Caleb looked up.

Richard Barnwell stood in the doorway, perusing the room. In his linen suit and cravat, no one could have looked more out of place. His gaze swept the room, passing over Caleb and Penrose in their dark corner. It came to rest on the girls drinking lemonade at their table near the bar.

Barnwell touched his fingers to his forehead and inclined his head as Lil bustled out from behind the bar.

‘Welcome to my place, sir. What’s your fancy?’

Barnwell strolled over to the table, the girls watching him like wary sparrows in the presence of a hungry hawk. He held out his hand to Sissy.

‘Would you care to join me for a drink, young lady? Is there somewhere quiet we can go?’

Sissy smiled. ‘We have a nice quiet room upstairs, sir?’

Barnwell smiled, showing a row of neat, white teeth. ‘Lead on. What do I call you?’

The rest of conversation was lost as the door to the stairs closed behind Barnwell and Sissy.

Penrose half-rose from his seat with a strangled gasp.

Caleb pulled him down. ‘Nothing you can do, Penrose.’

Lil’s eyes narrowed and she came to the table where the men sat. She poked a finger in Penrose’s chest, her face scarlet and her eyes blazing. ‘You know the rules, Penrose. She’s not yours. If you don’t like it, then don’t bother coming ’ere.’

Penrose put his elbows on the table and ran his hands through his hair as Lil returned to her place behind the bar. He stared at the unyielding slab of wood that stood between him and the woman he loved. ‘This can’t go on,’ he said. ‘I’ve got to do something.’

Caleb laid a hand on his friend’s shoulder. ‘Lil’s right. You’re just torturing yourself coming here. Go home and try not to think about it.’

Penrose stood, picked up his hat and hurried out into the street, the curious gazes of the other patrons following him.

‘Another drink?’ Lil secured the bottle Caleb held in his hand.

‘Last one,’ Caleb said.

Lil poured a measure and set the bottle back below the bar. ‘Star-crossed lovers, those two,’ she said. ‘It’s not doing my business any good ’aving ’im ’anging around ’ere. I may ’ave to send Sis back to Melbourne.’

‘That’s a bit harsh,’ Caleb said.

Lil shrugged. ‘My cousin ’as a very respectable establishment in Little Lon. Sis will do all right, but if that lad wants to make an ’onest woman of her, ’e’s got to find the balls to stand up to ’is uncle and make it ’appen.’

Caleb took a sip of the bourbon. The lovelorn Penrose could sort his own problems. His thoughts were on Richard Barnwell and they were disquieting thoughts. He glanced at the door to the stairwell with growing distaste.

Why had Barnwell tracked down Adelaide to this obscure corner of the empire? The answer hit him like a blow. Marriage. Richard Barnwell was looking for a wife. But if his intentions were to court her then why would he walk into a public house and avail himself of the first available woman he met?

Maybe he was reading too much into Barnwell’s intention. Maybe he really was nothing more than an old family friend with no other purpose than to reminisce about happy times with Adelaide, but Caleb hadn’t liked Barnwell on first meeting and he disliked and distrusted him even more now.

He sculled the rest of the glass and stood up.

Adelaide had made it clear. It was none of his goddam business.

‘Goodnight, Lil,’ he said and wove an uneven path out of the hostelry into the warm night air.


Twenty-Six

8 February 1872

As the long, hot summer evening drew in, Caleb sat at the desk in his new surgery doing an inventory of all the medicines and surgical supplies he had found in the cottage. The list would not be long and, in the absence of an apothecary in Maiden’s Creek, he would have to send to Melbourne to obtain a decent supply of anything.

He tapped the pencil on the side of his nose and shook his head. He needed funds to stock the surgery properly and as his finances stood, he was not sure how he could afford to buy a bandage let alone morphine or laudanum. Sadly, Bowen’s investment seemed to have been in whiskey, of which he had found at least two boxes hidden in the cottage. Whiskey only had a limited medical application but Yorkie had been pleased enough to take them off his hands in exchange for Posy’s board and a nominal rental on the surgery.

He turned his attention to Bowen’s notebooks, which he had brought down from the cottage. In his early years, Bowen had spent time with the Aborigines, making copious notes on their bush remedies.

Bowen’s notes were extensive and Caleb wondered where he could find someone in Maiden’s Creek who could show him the plants that Bowen mentioned. Maybe the bushman, Mick, could help but Caleb had seen none of the Indigenous people since he had arrived and, like the Native Americans, he wondered if they had been driven away to be herded into reservations. Growing up, he had spent time with the remnants of one of the Iroquois tribe of the Shenandoah Valley and come to appreciate that their use of the plants to deal with day-to-day ills came from thousands of years of accumulated knowledge and could not—and should not—be dismissed. He wondered whether, as the years passed, the knowledge would be lost and all that would be left were notebooks such as these.

A sharp rap at the door startled him. His visitor surprised him even more. Adelaide stood on the verandah, holding an envelope out to him.

‘A telegram for you, Caleb.’

‘From who?’

‘Sergeant Maidment.’

He nodded and took the envelope from her, turning it over in his hands. ‘Come in,’ he said.

She glanced back in the direction of the post office. ‘I should get back.’

‘I only wanted to show you the surgery,’ he said.

She bit her lip, a habit she had when she felt indecisive, he had noticed. She gave a curt nod. ‘I would like to see it,’ she said.

He stood aside.

She turned in a circle in the confined space, coming back to face him with a smile. ‘It is certainly cosy,’ she said.

Despite himself, he smiled. ‘I’ve never had my own surgery.’ He picked up a wooden plaque from the table. ‘Look at this. One of the carpenters from the mine made it for me.’ The painted sign was rough and the lettering amateurish but it gave him a strange sense of belonging.

Adelaide took it and read it out loud, ‘Dr C Hunt MD. Open for business eight am to twelve noon. Emergencies: Enquire at the hotel. Only open for business until noon?’

‘I thought I’d save the afternoon for house calls and visits out of town.’

‘Caleb? You in there?’

Caleb opened the door. Mick stood on the verandah, his arm around a slender Chinese woman who held a child in her arms. The normally imperturbable Mick ran a hand through his dark hair. ‘Sorry to bother you, doc. It’s Lin’s little girl.’

Caleb looked at the child who lay limp and unresponsive in her mother’s arms.

‘Bring her in,’ he said, shutting the door behind them.

He’d managed to squeeze in a wooden bench, which Posy had covered with a clean sheet, and he took the child from Lin to lay her on the hard surface. The child looked up at him with large, dark eyes.

‘What happened?’ he asked.

‘She’s just starting to walk and she had a fall this morning. Hit her head hard on a rock. She was fine but then she started vomiting.’ Mick glanced at the woman. ‘She went for a sleep this afternoon but we couldn’t wake her up for supper and that’s when I told Lin we had to bring her to you. She sort of woke up on the walk here but she’s too quiet. Know what I mean?’

For the first time, the mother issued a small sound that could have been a stifled sob.

Caleb summoned his ‘reassuring’ smile. ‘What’s her name?’

Lin looked at Mick and he nodded.

‘Mae. We call her Mae,’ she said so softly, Caleb had to strain to hear her.

‘We?’ Adelaide spoke for the first time.

Mick shuffled his feet and looked down at the ground. ‘Yes, missus. Mae’s me little girl.’

Adelaide laid a hand on his arm. ‘I’m not passing judgement, Mick. She’s beautiful.’

Caleb turned his attention back to the child.

A quick feel of her skull confirmed a large bump on the side of her head but his questing fingers did not detect the crackle of a break and her pupils weren’t dilated, which he took as a good sign.

When he had finished the examination he turned to the anxious parents. ‘She’s had a bad knock and she has a concussion.’

‘Is bad?’ Lin asked, her eyes widening.

‘It’s not good,’ Caleb said, ‘but she should be all right. She will need lots of rest and quiet games, no running around outside.’

Mick tightened his grip on Lin’s shoulders and hugged her tighter. ‘Got to keep her quiet, Linny.’ He looked at Caleb. ‘Not easy at this age.’

‘No,’ Caleb, who had no direct experience of children of ‘this age’, said. He turned to Adelaide. ‘Can you look in the cupboard and pass me a bandage?’

With four adults there barely seemed enough room to breathe, let alone move, but Adelaide slipped into place at his side, the bandage in her hand.

‘Ad—Mrs Greaves, can you hold young Mae so I can bandage her head?’

Adelaide did exactly what was required and the child sat quiet and compliant in her arms. He tied off the bandage around the youngster’s head. Mae promptly tugged at the white cloth. Strictly speaking she didn’t need it, but it was a useful reminder that for the next few days, if not weeks, Mae was to be considered an invalid.

Adelaide lifted the child up and smiled into the serious little face. ‘Now you have to be a good girl and keep the bandage on,’ she said.

She turned to Lin, handing her the child. ‘She’s lovely. I would love to have a daughter.’

‘You have a fine son,’ Lin replied. ‘Mick, he point him out to me.’

Caleb put a hand on Mick’s shoulder. ‘She’ll be fine, Mick.’

Mick turned his hat in his hands. ‘Thanks, doc. It was just when we couldn’t wake her—’ he glanced at Lin, ‘—we thought the worst.’

‘Rest, good food and quiet,’ Caleb repeated and Mick nodded.

‘Come, Lin,’ he said. ‘The doc probably needs to get to his supper. How much do we owe you?’

Caleb shook his head. ‘Nothing. Just get her home and keep an eye on her. If she doesn’t start to improve, bring her back.’

Adelaide stood with arms crossed watching as the little family stepped off the verandah and rounded the corner out of sight.

‘I wondered why Mick hadn’t been dossing in the shed when he came to town,’ she said.

Caleb, busy with tidying up the ends of the bandage he had cut off, looked at her. ‘Does that change how you feel about him?’

She gave him a startled glance as if stung by his sharp tone. ‘No, of course not.’ She hefted her shoulders. ‘Can you check that telegram, please? Maidment needs a reply tonight and if it’s not time for your supper, it is past time for mine.’

Caleb pulled out the envelope he had stuffed in his pocket when Mick arrived. Maidment had written: BOWEN SET ON BY KNOWN GANG. WITNESS STATES HE SAW BOWEN FALL AND HIT HIS HEAD. PLEASE CONFIRM URGENTLY THAT DEATH IS FROM THE HEAD INJURY. MAIDMENT.

Caleb crossed to his desk and pulled out a piece of paper on which he wrote, CONFIRM BOWEN DEATH BY ANEURYSM CAUSED BY BLOW TO HEAD.

He handed it to Adelaide. ‘Get that off to him.’

Adelaide took the note but her hand lingered on one of Bowen’s notebooks, which lay open on the desk. ‘What are you doing?’

Caleb looked over his shoulder. ‘It has been over ten years since I dealt in general practice. I am very good at smashed limbs, generally accompanied by shrapnel or bullet wounds, but the day-to-day ailments of a town like this …’ He trailed off and glanced at the curtained window. ‘Fortunately, Bowen kept very good records and notes on what worked and what didn’t. I just need enough to tide me over till they can get a replacement.’

She looked at him. ‘And then what? What are you afraid of, Caleb?’

He studied her face, seeing the dark circles under her eyes that told of sleepless nights. He wanted to say, I am afraid of the things I have seen, Adelaide. The nightmares that haunt me. It doesn’t matter where I run, they follow me.

Adelaide shook her head and her eyes did not move from his as she said, ‘That you might get attached to a place? That people might come to depend on you?’

This second truth jagged through him like a bayonet. How had he let her in so far?

They stood quite still, facing each other without speaking. He only needed to reach out his hand and he could have touched her, drawn her into his arms, but a wall stood between them that had not been there before. Only a few days ago, he had kissed her. He had given her his heart. Now, all that had changed and his heart lay in shattered pieces in the well of his soul.

He turned back to the cupboard, staring at the neatly labelled contents without seeing them. He shut the doors of the cupboard and locked them, turning back to her again.

‘Is there something else I can help you with, Mrs Greaves, because if you’re looking for companionship, then you need to find someone else.’ Caleb gestured at the book on the desk. ‘I have study to do and I am sure Mr Bracewell, or whatever his name is, would be happy to oblige you.’

Adelaide’s lips tightened. ‘Richard Barnwell. You don’t like him?’

‘No, but my personal feelings for Mr Barnwell have nothing to do with you. I just don’t like his sort.’

Adelaide let her gaze drop. Her finger traced the neat cursive writing in Bowen’s notebook and she swallowed. ‘He … he wants me to go back to England with him.’

‘Well, why else is he here?’ Caleb stopped. ‘You mean he wants to marry you?’

She glanced away but the twist of her mouth gave him his answer.

‘I figured he wouldn’t have come all this way without that purpose.’

With an obvious reluctance, Adelaide turned her face to his and he read the doubt in her eyes.

‘How much do you know about him?’ he asked.

‘I’ve known him since I was a girl. His sister was my friend,’ she replied.

He considered her for a long moment. ‘It’s been ten years since you left England. Don’t you think he might have changed? Haven’t you changed?’ Caleb held up a hand. ‘I’ll say no more. If he wants to marry you, that’s between the two of you. None of my Goddamned business.’

‘No, it’s not. It is none of your Goddamned business.’ Adelaide wrenched the door open and without turning to him, snapped, ‘Goodnight, Dr Hunt.’

The jars in the cupboard rattled as the door slammed behind Adelaide’s stiff, angry back.

Caleb ground his teeth and swore, resisting a strong urge to sweep the items on the desk to the ground or punch someone. Either would do.

Instead he stood quite still, fingers clenching and unclenching. It had taken every ounce of strength not to take her in his arms and kiss her. He sat at his desk and buried his face in his hands.

‘Goodnight, Miss Adelaide,’ he murmured.


Twenty-Seven

9 February 1872

Danny dragged his feet along the main road, scuffing his boots in the dust. He would get in trouble from Netty but right now he didn’t care. He thrust his hands deeper into his trouser pockets, another sin, and hunched his shoulders. The taunts of his classmates may have faded but they still echoed in his heart.

‘Something amiss, Dan?’

He started at the sound of Caleb’s voice. His friend sat on a bench outside the new doctor’s surgery, feet crossed at the ankles, smoking a pipe. Caleb moved over and patted the bench beside him. Danny needed no further invitation. He jumped onto the verandah, the boards creaking beneath him, and sat down beside Caleb.

‘Why don’t you visit any more?’ Danny blurted.

Caleb removed the pipe from his mouth. ‘That’s complicated, Dan.’

‘It’s because of Uncle Richard, isn’t it?’

Caleb didn’t answer straight away. ‘Your mother is enjoying Mr Barnwell’s company, Dan. I don’t want to get in the way.’

‘But he’s there all the time,’ Danny said and, realising that sounded like a grizzle, added, ‘I don’t really mind. He makes Mama laugh and he gives me presents.’

‘I wouldn’t say no to presents,’ Caleb said.

That brought Danny to the cause of his misery. ‘He gave me a set of soldiers,’ he said and sighed. ‘I took some of them to school today and I started to tell everyone about the Battle of Waterloo but—’ His lip quivered and he took a shuddering breath.

‘But?’ Caleb prompted.

Danny felt in his pocket and drew out the Duke of Wellington. The sword the Iron Duke had brandished so valiantly now consisted of just the hilt. ‘A couple of the big boys took him away and broke his sword.’ A deeply shaming tear threatened to dribble down Danny’s cheek.

‘Some boys just don’t like people knowing more than them,’ Caleb said. ‘Have you got the broken piece?’

Danny fished out the piece of bent lead.

Caleb held it up and inspected it. ‘Well, I’m no expert, Dan, but how about I have a go at fixing His Lordship?’

Danny looked up at Caleb, the tears of misery evaporating. ‘Would you? You won’t tell Uncle Richard I broke his toy?’

‘Of course not. Anyway, it wasn’t you that broke it.’

A wave of shame washed over Danny. ‘I know, but Mama told me not to take the soldiers to school.’

Caleb tucked the Duke and his battered sword into the pocket of his waistcoat. ‘Mama was probably right.’ He paused. ‘Do you have any friends at school, Danny?’

Danny shook his head. ‘Not since Jeremy Russell went to school in Melbourne. I’d like to go to school in Melbourne but it costs a lot of money and I know Mama works hard but …’

‘She does work hard and I know she is saving to send you to a good school, so don’t be too hard on her. Your turn will come.’

Danny sighed and glanced up the street in the direction of the little school, the place of his daily torment. A couple of the big boys were coming this way, laughing and shoving each other. They caught sight of Danny and one pointed and leaned over to his companion, whispering something behind his hand. They laughed. Danny wanted to shrink into a ball and hide under the bench.

‘Friends of yours?’ Caleb asked in a tone that made the word ‘friends’ sound like something terrible. He replaced the pipe in his mouth and took a puff. The sweet scent of the tobacco seemed familiar and reassuring to Danny, who reminded himself that Caleb had been a soldier and had a revolver. Caleb would know how to stand up to bullies. He felt safe sitting here beside him.

‘The big one’s Bert and he’s the one who broke my soldier.’

‘I see,’ Caleb said. ‘I’m real sorry, Dan. Boys can be cruel.’

Danny shrugged. ‘Some of the girls are mean too. They tease me cos I don’t have a father. They call me a “mother’s boy”.’ And worse.

Caleb tilted his head and Danny shifted under his friend’s gaze.

‘Ever thought that maybe they’re jealous of you?’

Danny shook his head and Caleb continued, ‘You have a nice home and sure, your Mama may work in the post office, but she gives you more than many of these children have. I’ve been into their huts and tents, Dan, and they have a hard life. Not enough to eat, no shelter from the rain and the cold, mothers with so many children they’ve stopped counting and fathers who work hard in the mines and come home drunk or too tired to give their children any attention.’

Danny considered the distant figures of Bert and his mates, still joshing each other as they wove down the road. Bert frequently came to school with a black eye and bruises on his arms and legs and a story about tripping and falling down the steep path from the family hut.

‘Have you written any more stories?’ Caleb asked.

Danny shook his head. ‘No.’ He screwed up his courage and looked up at Caleb. ‘I—I thought you … and Mama—you kissed her.’

‘Ah.’

That was not the answer Danny sought.

Caleb removed the pipe and tapped it against the heel of his boot, which looked every bit as dusty as Danny’s. He produced a tool from his seemingly capacious pockets and scraped at the bowl of the pipe, dislodging the singed tobacco. ‘Your mama and I … You know how you feel when you don’t have any friends? Well, I’m guessing that it’s pretty much the same for grown-ups. Your mama’s been by herself for a very long time—’

‘She has Netty,’ Danny interrupted.

‘Yes, she does and Netty’s a real good friend, but it’s a different sort of loneliness, Dan. I don’t expect you to understand but your mama and I we are—were—both lonely, and for a little while there we could have been a little more to each other than just friends.’ Caleb ran a hand through his hair. ‘But she’s got your Uncle Richard now and there’s something special about someone who’s known you a long time.’

Danny stared at Caleb in disbelief. ‘Do you think he might kiss her?’

‘I’m sure he’d like to.’

‘And will that mean Mama won’t be lonely any more?’

‘I hope for her sake it does, Dan.’

‘But—’ Danny broke off. He couldn’t put into words the hope that had kindled in his heart that Caleb might have been the one to stop Mama being lonely.

He hadn’t written any stories since the day he had shared his notebook with Caleb because the shadowy figure who had been his father had begun to fade away completely, replaced by this tall, fascinating American. When Danny had closed his eyes at night and prayed for his father, it was not the vanished Mr Greaves but Caleb Hunt he saw in his imagination.

‘But?’ Caleb prompted again.

‘Nothing.’

Danny wriggled off the bench and hopped down on to the road. He turned to wave at Caleb.

Caleb returned the wave with a salute.

Danny grinned and turned for home with more of a spring in his step. Things always seemed much better after talking to Caleb.
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He makes Mama laugh …

Late into the night, Caleb sat under the shelter of the verandah of the doctor’s cottage watching the town below him go about its business. The air was too heavy and still to make for easy sleep. From somewhere in the dark mountain ranges came the smell of burning; the lightning strikes had set off a bushfire to the north of Maiden’s Creek. Nothing to worry about, the locals assured him, but he found the smell disconcerting.

He makes Mama laugh …

The words twisted in his heart and, not for the first time, he cursed the day Richard Barnwell had come to town but there was nothing he could do except brood on the inequities of life.

Soft female voices drifted up to him and the shadowy figures of two women laboured up the hill. One seemed to be supporting the other. They made slow progress, and Caleb hurried down the path to meet them, recognising Nell and Sissy as he came closer. Nell had her arm around Sissy. She looked up at him, her face a pale oval in the dark.

‘Sissy’s hurt. Lil said to take her to you.’

Caleb took Sissy’s weight and the girl leaned against him with a soft moan.

Inside the cottage, Caleb lowered her into the armchair while he fumbled to light the paraffin lamp. After the absolute darkness, the sudden light seemed too bright and as he held up the lamp, Sissy turned away, wrapping her thin shawl tightly around herself.

The gesture alerted Caleb and he bent over her, tilting her chin to the light. He drew a sharp breath. Dried blood crusted the girl’s nostrils and lower lip and even in the inadequate light, a darkening bruise disfigured her jaw. They were injuries that needed no explanation. Someone had taken to her with their fists.

Struggling to control his anger, he asked, ‘Who did this to you? Not Penrose?’

Sissy’s eyes widened. ‘No! Will’s a gentleman. He’d never lift a finger to me.’

Nell snorted. ‘It was that other so-called gentleman, the one what’s been paying court to Mrs Greaves.’

Caleb looked at Nell. ‘You mean Richard Barnwell?’

Nell nodded.

Sissy’s lip curled and she spat into the fireplace. ‘Gentleman!’

‘Let’s clean you up,’ Caleb said and asked Nell to fetch a bowl of water and cloths.

Caleb examined Sissy thoroughly. Her nose wasn’t broken but she had a cracked rib and some colourful bruises that would take some explanation, particularly to Will Penrose.

‘No really serious damage,’ Caleb said, straightening. ‘You should report him to the police.’

Sissy began a laugh which ended in a groan as her cracked rib caught. ‘You think the police care when a whore gets the back of a customer’s hand?’ she said.

‘Maidment would,’ Caleb said.

‘But Maidment’s not here and those two useless lumps he’s left in charge wouldn’t cross a man like Richard Barnwell.’

‘Are you going to tell me what happened?’ Caleb asked, pouring the girl a glass from the last bottle of Bowen’s whiskey.

Sissy took the glass and sat nursing it. ‘Some of my gentlemen don’t need no prompting. They just like it rough.’ She shrugged a thin shoulder, hauling the shawl back over it with a slender hand.

‘And he is one of those?’

She nodded, a curtain of hair falling across her face as she lowered her head. Nell added her description of what she thought of Barnwell in terms that would make Caleb’s mother turn in her grave.

Sissy laid a slender hand on Caleb’s sleeve. ‘Don’t say anything to Will, promise?’

‘I’m a doctor, you’re my patient. Whatever you tell me stays confidential.’

Relief flooded her face. ‘Thank you. I’d hate for him to get into trouble over me.’

‘What makes you think he’d get into trouble?’

A small, humourless smile tugged at the girl’s mouth. ‘I think he’d kill to protect me. That’s not particularly helpful.’

‘He’s going to notice,’ Caleb warned. ‘Do you want me to talk to Lil?’

‘Oh, Lil’s already had words. Barnwell’s banned,’ Nell said, adding that Lil had threatened a certain part of Barnwell’s anatomy with a pair of scissors if he set foot in her place again.

Caleb suppressed a snort of laughter. The more he got to know her, the more he liked Lil. ‘That’s something. Is there anything else I can do for you, Sissy?’

Her mouth tightened and she glanced at Nell. ‘I didn’t know who else to go to. You’re a friend of Mrs Greaves and I think there’s something she ought to know before she hitches herself to him.’

Caleb’s breath missed a beat. ‘What makes you think she’s planning to marry him?’

‘Barnwell told me that he’d be leaving town in a few days with Adelaide as his wife.’

Caleb’s jaw clenched. ‘What should Adelaide know about Barnwell?’ Other than the fact he is a violent brute.

‘Show him, Nell,’ Sissy said.

Nell fumbled in her skirts and pulled out a crumpled piece of paper, which she handed to Caleb.

Sissy straightened her shoulders with a noticeable wince. ‘I found that in the pocket in his jacket after he went to sleep.’

Caleb didn’t ask what she was doing going through the man’s pockets. The girl deserved whatever coins she found.

‘Mrs Greaves’s been teaching me to read and write so when I saw her name I thought this was something important. My reading’s not so good so I took it to Nell. She’s better with her letters than me so she copied it down.’

Nell nodded. ‘When we saw what it was, I told Sis to put the original back where she found it. He’d probably kill her if he knew what she’d done.’

Caleb held the paper to the light. Written in pencil in a loopy, childish hand he read:

Dear Miss Lewis,

It is my sad duty to inform you that your father, Sir Daniel Lewis, departed this earth on 6 September. Before his death he summoned me to his home and executed a new will, the terms of which I will relate below. He also informed me that, to the best of his knowledge, you and his grandson were alive and well and living in the Colony of Victoria and he had instructed his friend Mr Richard Barnwell to find you and pass on the enclosed letter to you.

Caleb looked up. ‘Was there another letter?’

Sissy shook her head. ‘No, just this one. It said “Miss Adelaide Lewis” on the outside so I guessed it could only be our Adelaide. Was I right?’

Caleb shrugged and continued to read.

The terms of Sir Daniel’s will were simple. He bequeathed half of his estate to be held in trust for his grandson, Daniel Lewis, also known as Daniel Greaves, until he reached the age of twenty-one. The other half he bequeathed to you for your life, after which time it would devolve on the aforementioned Daniel Lewis. Cognisant of the Married Woman’s Property Act of 1870, he appointed me trustee of the estate until such time as you married, after which your husband would become the sole trustee of both trusts. I request that you should make haste to confirm receipt of this letter and make passage for London to allow the legal process to finalise Sir Daniel’s estate in a proper and timely manner.

Your servant,

D Makepeace, Solicitor

Caleb let out a low whistle through his teeth.

‘You know what it means?’ Sissy asked.

‘It means our Mr Barnwell is not being entirely honest with Adelaide,’ he said.

Sissy glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece. ‘We best get back. Lil’ll want to know I’m all right.’ She rose to her feet with a groan and straightened, her hands in the small of her back. ‘What are you going to do?’

Caleb looked down at the paper in his hand. ‘Can I keep this?’

Sissy’s lip curled. ‘It’s no use to me. I hope he rots in hell for the lying bastard he is,’ she said.

After the door shut behind the young women, Caleb stood at the table rereading the solicitor’s letter. As he understood it, any husband of Adelaide’s would wield considerable power and influence over Adelaide and Danny’s inheritance. He wracked his mind, trying to remember what, if anything, Adelaide had said about her father … Shipping?

He shook his head and set the paper down on the table. Whatever had driven Adelaide away from her father, she had walked away from what looked like a considerable fortune. That alone would be sufficient to induce a man like Richard Barnwell to seek her out. His instincts about the man had been correct.

In his bedroom, he dragged his travelling box from under the bed and took out the Colt. He unwrapped the oilcloth and hefted the gun, the stock warm and familiar in his hand. For years it had never left his side but Maiden’s Creek had woven some sort of spell and for the first time since he had enlisted in the army, he had not felt the need to carry the weapon on a daily basis. Now he laid it on the table and unwrapped the cleaning kit. The act of cleaning the weapon would give him the time and space he needed to think.


Twenty-Eight

11 February 1872

Adelaide could not fault Richard’s attentiveness. Every evening, as they had agreed, he arrived in time to share supper with her and Danny. Even Netty seemed to have softened towards him. Once it became apparent that Netty’s position in Adelaide’s household was friend, confidante and companion, not servant, Richard had treated her as an equal, drawing out her chair at the dining table and standing when she entered the room.

Then there was Danny. After the box of soldiers, every evening he had brought a different present. Tonight it had been a book and gales of laughter greeted Adelaide as she carried their supper into the parlour. She set the bowl of vegetables she carried on the table and asked about the book.

Richard looked up. ‘I found it at a funny little bookshop in Melbourne and I thought it would amuse the boy.’

Adelaide took it from Danny. A rainbow on the cover proclaimed Cole’s Funny Picture Book. She flicked through the pages of cartoons and puzzles. She’d certainly never seen anything like it before but if it broke the ice between Danny and Richard that could only be a good thing.

After supper, Richard asked to speak to Adelaide alone. Danny and Netty retreated to the kitchen, closing all the doors between them.

Anticipating the subject of such a private conversation, Adelaide’s stomach filled with butterflies. Richard indicated for her to take a seat on the day bed. She acquiesced, folding her hands in her lap. She had thought long and hard about the answer to the question she expected.

Richard paced the room a couple of times before coming to sit beside her. He took her hand in his and cleared his throat.

‘Adelaide, I know it has been less than a week, but I hope that in our short time together you have come to appreciate the sincerity of my intentions to you and, of course, Daniel. I have greatly appreciated my time with Daniel and, considering the exigencies of the situation in which you found yourself, I can only say you have done a fine job with him, but he’s of an age when he needs a man in his life.’

As soon as he said ‘a man in his life’, the memory of Danny’s fair head and Caleb’s dark one bent together over the gold pan on the Shenandoah Creek overwhelmed Adelaide.

This is for Danny.

‘Are you all right?’ Richard’s anxious tone brought her back to the present.

She couldn’t dwell on might-have-beens. ‘Just a little lightheaded,’ she said. ‘This heat …’ To illustrate her point, she fanned herself with her hand.

Richard grimaced. ‘Another reason to leave this wretched country. I was saying,’ he continued, ‘we can be a family, Adelaide. You’re still young. Danny could have brothers and sisters. I would see them all well provided for and properly educated.’

Just say it, Adelaide willed him.

Richard went down on one knee and fiddled in his coat pocket, producing a diamond ring.

‘Adelaide Lewis, would you do me the singular honour of becoming my wife?’

She knew the words—she’d rehearsed them—but now, looking into Richard’s earnest blue eyes, so different from the cold, grey steel of Caleb’s, they stuck in her throat.

Returning to England meant surrendering her hard-won independence. No more would she be the postmistress of Maiden’s Creek. She would be Mrs Richard Barnwell, whose only role in life would be ornamenting her husband’s dining table or entertaining the wives of influential men in an immaculate drawing room.

For Danny, she repeated to herself. A good school, university, a career … as what? Would he work in his father’s business, whatever that was? Law and medicine were no longer an option—far too middle-class.

For Danny.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Yes, I will marry you.’

Richard jumped to his feet, pulling her with him. He wrapped his arms around her and pressed his lips to hers. His moustache scratched her cheek and when his tongue forced her lips apart, she pushed him away from her. She felt nothing.

Wrong, she did feel something: repugnance. This was not how it had been with Caleb—

Don’t think of Caleb. It was a dream, an interlude. It meant nothing. Richard is the father of your son.

Do this for Danny.

‘In good time, Richard,’ she said, hoping her revulsion did not show.

Richard threw his head back. ‘Thank God we can leave this place.’

‘Richard, I have obligations. I can’t just walk away from the post office.’

He frowned and waved his hand in a gesture of impatience. ‘How long?’

‘I won’t know until I have confirmation from Melbourne that someone is available to take my place.’ Even if she telegraphed Melbourne tomorrow it would be at least a week until a replacement arrived. ‘Why don’t you go on ahead to Melbourne and make the arrangements for the wedding and book passages to England, and Danny and I will join you.’

Richard’s mouth tightened. ‘Oh no, my dear Adelaide. I couldn’t bear to be parted from you. Not after so long.’

He took her hands again, squeezing them so hard she thought she felt the crack of bone. ‘After so long,’ he repeated. ‘A quick wedding in Melbourne and the first ship to London. It is a dream come true.’

His eyes shone and she felt a wave of guilt that she could not share his evident delight.

He released her and threw open the door to the back of the house, calling for Netty and Danny. They entered the parlour, Netty wiping her hands on her apron. Danny cast his mother an anxious glance and as he sat down beside her, she put an arm around him.

Richard clapped his hands together. ‘Wonderful news,’ he said. ‘Daniel, your mother has agreed to marry me.’

Netty looked at Adelaide. ‘I’m very pleased for you,’ she said, without warmth.

Danny looked from Adelaide to Richard and back again. ‘What does that mean?’

Richard frowned, clearly perplexed by the less than enthusiastic reception to his news. ‘What it means, young man, is that you and your mother are coming back to England with me. We’ll get a nice house in London with servants and—’

He got no further. Danny wriggled out of his mother’s grasp and ran from the room, slamming his bedroom door behind him.

Richard looked at Adelaide, who, in turn looked at Netty.

‘It’ll be a shock to the boy,’ Netty said. ‘You know how he is. He needs to think about it.’

Adelaide smiled at Richard. ‘Maybe it is best you leave us for the moment, Richard. We will talk further tomorrow.’

He took her hand and drew her towards him, but she turned her face, allowing him only a chaste kiss on the cheek.

Netty saw Richard to the door. ‘Why?’ she asked as his footsteps receded down the path.

‘You know why,’ Adelaide replied.

‘And I told you, that was not a good reason. Do you love him?’

Adelaide bit her lip. ‘No,’ she admitted. ‘But not many marriages, particularly among my class, are established on love. I’m sorry, Netty, but this is not about me and what I want. It is for Danny.’

‘Then you better go and talk to him,’ Netty said.

Adelaide found Danny lying fully clothed on top of his bed. He sat up when she entered the room.

‘That was extremely rude,’ she said.

He looked down and nodded. ‘I know. I apologise, Mama.’

She sat down on the edge of his bed. ‘Do you not like Richard?’

He hefted a sigh. ‘I suppose so. He’s nice to you and that’s what counts.’

For a fraction of a second Adelaide hesitated, torn by a sudden desire to confide the truth in the child.

‘And he’s nice to you too,’ she said. ‘Look at the wonderful presents he’s brought you.’

Danny cast her a sideways glance that reminded her of her father. Sir Daniel Lewis had an instantaneous suspicion of anyone who he perceived to be currying his favour.

‘I have told him I can’t leave Maiden’s Creek until I have someone to take over the post office. Then we will go to Melbourne and Richard and I will be married and we can take the next passage to England.’

‘What about Netty?’

What about Netty?

‘I’ll have to ask her what she wants to do,’ Adelaide said. ‘Now, into your nightshirt and bed.’

‘Where will we live in England?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe London. You’ll like London. There is so much history and wonderful museums and we may even see the Queen.’

Danny’s reaction could not be gauged as he pulled his nightshirt over his head.

As she tucked him in, she said. ‘Don’t tell anyone our news just yet.’

He looked at her. ‘Not even Caleb?’

Especially not Caleb.

‘No one,’ she repeated. ‘Promise?’

‘Promise.’

Adelaide kissed her son goodnight and crossed the hall to her own bedroom. There had been no relief from the heat of the last few days and she lay on top of her bedclothes, drenched in perspiration, while her mind whirled around the ramifications of that simple word—yes.


Twenty-Nine

13 February 1872

‘Where have you been?’

Posy, now respectably dressed in better-fitting cast-offs, hopped from one foot to the other as she opened the door to a hot and exhausted Caleb. He flung his medical bag down on the table and removed his hat, running his hand through his sweat-drenched hair.

‘I have been down at the Italian settlement, Posy. It’s been one hell of a couple of days. The Capellis’ two-year-old daughter pulled a pot of boiling water down on herself on Sunday and they didn’t call me out till yesterday morning.’

Posy’s hands flew to her mouth. ‘Is she—will she be … all right?’

‘I don’t know,’ Caleb said flatly.

‘Poor little mite.’ Tears welled in Posy’s eyes. She sniffed and wiped them away with her apron.

Caleb pointed to a parcel. ‘There’s fish in there. Can you cook that up for supper? It won’t keep in this heat. The Capellis gave it to me in lieu of payment.’

Posy frowned. ‘A few shillings would’ve been more useful,’ she said.

‘I know, but it’ll do us both for supper.’

Caleb collapsed into his chair and blew out a breath.

As Posy busied herself with fish, she said, ‘You’ll not have heard the news?’

‘What news?’

‘Mrs Greaves is going to marry her English suitor.’

Caleb paused in the act of pulling off his boots. ‘Is she?’

‘It would be so lovely if they got married here, but no, they are going to Melbourne and then leaving for England.’

‘How do you know all this?’

Posy crouched down beside the fire and set the skillet to heat. ‘Emmy, the housemaid at The Empress overheard Mr Barnwell telling Mrs Riordan and Emmy told Betsy who works at the Britannia and Betsy told me.’

That meant the whole town knew.

After Posy served supper, she gathered up her belongings. ‘Can you smell smoke?’ she asked as she opened the front door.

Caleb sniffed the hot, heavy air. Overlaying the odours of Maiden’s Creek itself he could detect the scent of smoky eucalyptus, stronger than it had been on the previous days. ‘Yes. Down at the Italian settlement they said there’s fire in the mountains to the north of us.’

‘Will it come here?’

‘They reckon the weather will break soon.’ They had also said that if a hot northerly wind blew up, nothing would stop a fire raging through the tinder-dry woodland, but he saw no point in concerning Posy with that knowledge.

Alone in the darkening evening, Caleb leaned back in his chair and pulled his pipe and tobacco pouch from his waistcoat pocket. A crumpled paper came with it.

He tapped the bowl of his pipe on the table as he stared at the paper. What right did he have to interfere in Adelaide’s life? He didn’t know what Barnwell had told her and maybe—perhaps—he had advised her of the contents of the solicitor’s letter? Was that why she had been so quick to accept his proposal? It would guarantee her and Danny a life that Caleb could never have given them.

He lit his pipe and poured another beer as he opened the ledger and recorded the day’s events.

Maria Capelli, aged 2 years and 3 months, sustained serious burns when a pan of boiling water fell on her. Patient was still alive on my arrival and I saw her immersed in cold water. She has severe burns to her body and right hand and arm and was in great pain. A light dose of laudanum eased her suffering and she was asleep when I left. I will return in the morning.

Caleb blotted his writing and closed the book with a thump. The cold, clinical recitation of the facts did not record the depth of Maria’s mother’s guilt and grief or that of the other family members. If little Maria survived, she would be scarred for life, but the invisible scars would run deeper.

The stifling heat in the cottage closed around him and he pushed back his chair, found the bottle with the last of Bowen’s whiskey and sat on the verandah while he smoked his pipe. The paper recording Barnwell’s duplicity lay on the bench beside him and as the whiskey went down, he remembered Sissy’s bruises and the fact she had found the letter in Barnwell’s pocket, opened. Barnwell had not given Adelaide the letter. Every instinct told him that Barnwell had misled Adelaide as to the nature of his intentions.

He glanced at his pocket watch. Ten o’clock. Late to be calling, but Adelaide had to know what he knew. If she threw him out into the street, all the better. At least his conscience would be clear.

He snatched up the paper, hurrying down the steep path to the main street. A single light still burned in the parlour window of the post office and he hesitated at the gate to the residence, his hand on the latch, wondering again if he was misinterpreting the situation. He hadn’t imagined Sissy’s bruises and her assertion that Barnwell was one of those who liked it ‘rough’. This was the man who would be taking Adelaide to bed … a man who spent the evening courting Adelaide and the night at Lil’s Place.

He knocked on the door and Adelaide herself answered it, still fully dressed, the black of her gown relieved now by a fine lace collar.

‘Caleb? Is that you?’

‘Can I come in, Adelaide?’

‘It’s very late—’

‘It’s important.’

She stood aside and opened the door, admitting him into the familiar, comfortable parlour. Her ledgers lay open on the table, illuminated by a paraffin lamp.

‘I was working,’ she said, following his gaze. ‘I have to get the post office affairs in order—’

‘Before you leave?’

She flinched at his harsh tone and looked up at him with wide brown eyes. ‘You’ve heard?’

‘Yes. You’re going to marry Barnwell and leave Maiden’s Creek for a life in London.’

‘There are no secrets in this town,’ she said.

‘Not when your betrothed chooses to tell his landlady,’ Caleb said. ‘When were you going to tell me?’

‘I—I—’

‘I see. You had no intention of telling me. I would wake one morning and you would be gone. I was nothing more to you than a passing fancy.’

She shook her head. ‘No, you’re wrong. You have been much more to me, but there are reasons—good reasons for marrying Richard.’ She straightened her shoulders, a spark of the old Adelaide in her eyes as she said, ‘Anyway, I don’t see that it is any business of yours. You made that perfectly clear the other night.’

He took a step towards her and grasped her forearms, not hard, but firmly enough to force her to look into his face. Everything they had become to each other in the past few months burned in his heart. But she looked at him with blank eyes and he released his grip and took a step back.

‘Before you take this step, can I ask you one question? What has Barnwell told you about the terms of your father’s will?’

She hesitated. ‘My father’s will? What business is that of yours?’

Caleb fingered the paper in his pocket. ‘The concern of a friend,’ he said.

‘Since you ask, as far as my father was concerned, I was dead. He told Richard as much.’

‘Then who would have been your father’s heir?’

I don’t know, and frankly, I don’t care. I have a cousin. Papa despised him but he is the only possible heir I can think of.’ She narrowed her eyes. ‘Why are you asking me these questions?’

He took a deep breath. ‘I have reason to believe that Barnwell is not being honest with you. Before you tie yourself to him, do this one thing: ask him if he knows the exact terms of your father’s will.’

‘I’ve already asked him. Why would I do so again?’

Caleb wrestled with his conscience, torn between a desire to show Adelaide the incriminating letter or let her discover the truth for herself. ‘Just ask him and if he tells you he doesn’t know, then take no further action until you have satisfied yourself by writing to your father’s solicitor in England.’ He paused. ‘Is his name Makepeace?’

She stared at him. ‘Yes, but how would you know that?’

‘Telegraph him, Adelaide. This is important. It’s already been years, what does a few months matter? Don’t rush into marriage with Barnwell until you know all the facts.’

She crossed to the door. ‘Caleb, I value your friendship, but this is not your concern. Please don’t interfere in matters you know nothing about.’

Caleb leaned a hand against the door, preventing her from opening it. ‘Adelaide, you may hate me for this, but I cannot live with my conscience if I let you go into this marriage without knowing the truth.’ He pulled the crumpled scrap of paper from his waistcoat pocket and handed it to her. ‘Read this.’

She took a step back, her hands behind her back as she shook her head. ‘No, I don’t want it.’

‘Read it. If it changes nothing, then so be it.’

She reached for the paper, her fingers brushing his before he dropped his hand. She carried it over to the light on the table and unfolded it. She frowned and looked up at him. ‘What is this nonsense? To begin with, it is written by a child.’

Caleb shook his head. ‘It’s a copy made by a friend, someone who cares about you. Barnwell has the original.’

‘What friend? How did you come by it?’

‘It doesn’t matter.’

‘And this friend couldn’t come to me directly?’

‘No. Please read it, Adelaide.’

[image: image]

Adelaide smoothed the creases of the copy of the letter, aware of the man standing by the door watching her, waiting for her reaction. Whatever Caleb Hunt knew, or thought he knew, it didn’t matter. This was not about that long-ago love, or her father’s estate. It was about Danny.

For a long moment, the childish letters danced before her eyes and she had to read it through several times before the letters resolved into words and the meaning of the words became clear.

If the terms of her father’s will were as described, Danny would have the life to which he was entitled. Her father had left them both more than well provided for, but in his vindictive way, he was reaching beyond the grave to taunt her. Here is your inheritance, he was saying, but it will never quite be yours. You will be beholden for the rest of your life to the trustee—the man you marry.

Richard Barnwell.

The realisation hit her with the force of a blow and her hand flew to her mouth to stifle the sob that rose in her throat. If Richard held the original letter, Richard knew the terms of the will. And yet Richard had implied that her father had made no provision at all for her. He had lied.

More than lied. By marrying her he would take control of her father’s estate as sole trustee of both Danny’s and her inheritance. All his professions of love and wanting the best for her and her son were predicated on the knowledge that he would become a wealthy man on her money.

She took a shuddering breath and turned to face Caleb. ‘I owe you an explanation,’ she said.

The colour drained from his face and he shook his head. ‘I’m sorry to have brought this to you, but I thought you had a right to know. Beyond that, you don’t owe me anything.’

She bit her lip. ‘I do, Caleb. For the sake of our friendship, and what might have been between us. There is something you need to understand. Richard Barnwell is … is … He’s … Danny’s father.’ A tear ran down her face. She dashed it away like an annoying fly.

Caleb caught her by the arm. ‘Your husband?’

‘No!’ She started to tremble as the weight of half a lifetime of deception bore down on her. ‘That’s it, Caleb.’ She tugged at her black skirts. ‘All this is a lie. I was never married. It was so long ago … I was so young, so naive.’

Whatever he had thought she was going to say, it clearly had not been this. He stared at her, his grey eyes wide with shock. She struggled in his grasp but he drew her in to him, wrapping his arms around her. She rested her head on his chest, the beat of his heart reassuring and strong.

The tears of shame, humiliation, anger—so many emotions—welled up and she sank to the floor, bringing him with her. They sat with their backs to the day bed, Caleb’s arms around her while she sobbed into the large white handkerchief he handed her.

When she could cry no more, he said, ‘You don’t have to say any more. I can guess.’

She shook her head. ‘No. I need you to know the truth.’ She took a deep breath. ‘Richard was the younger son of one of my father’s business acquaintances. I would say friend, but my father had no friends, only people who could be of use to him. His sister and I knew each other and as I grew older, we would meet socially, but nothing more. To him I would have just been an annoying little girl. Father had ambitions for me and the man I would marry. He lavished money on my coming out year and no longer was I a child in the nursery but a young woman. A young woman with a fortune to her name. Richard paid me every attention and I, in my foolish romantic heart, believed myself to be in love.’ Her hands twisted in her lap. ‘It was the night of the Countess of Birmingham’s ball. Such a sumptuous affair. I’d had too much champagne and I was giddy from the lights, the music, the attention of all the young men. Richard was at my side, ever solicitous, and he suggested I clear my head in the conservatory. He kissed me and then we …’ She shuddered.

Caleb pulled her closer. ‘Don’t say any more, Adelaide.’

Adelaide lowered her head. ‘I had no idea what we were doing. No one ever told me … Afterwards, he promised he would ask my father for my hand, but first he had some business for his own father in Savannah. I didn’t see him for weeks and then he sent me a note to say he would be sailing the next day on one of my father’s ships.’

She bit her lip, but the tears came again. Twisting Caleb’s sodden handkerchief in her hand, she continued, ‘He had sailed before I realised I may be with child but I had the hope that on his return we could face my father together and we would be wed and all would be well.’ She swallowed and continued. ‘Then came the news came that the ship had gone down with all hands. I knew my father would be—angry would not even begin to describe his reaction were he to find out my condition—so I left the house with Netty and my mother’s jewellery. I knew I had to get as far away from my father as I could, so I sold some of the jewellery to buy our passage to Australia and I became the newly widowed Mrs Greaves. Danny was born just after we docked in Melbourne. No one knew … no one guessed … no one questioned.’ She looked up at him. ‘I made a good life for us, I—’

‘So why are you marrying him?’

‘It was my chance to put everything right. Give Danny the life he deserves, the life he should have been born into but that—’ she pointed at the paper on the table, ‘—that changes everything.’

Caleb stood and held out his hand, pulling her up. ‘One thing it doesn’t change, Adelaide. He is Danny’s father.’

She nodded.

‘You don’t have to marry him, Adelaide. If that letter is real then you and Danny can have that comfortable life without tying yourself to a man you don’t love.’ He grasped her arms, forcing her to look up at him. ‘And you don’t love him, do you?

‘I don’t know. I did once, but it was a young girl’s love and I have thought him dead for all these years. When I saw him get off that coach I just wanted to turn and run. What am I to do, Caleb?’ She willed him to fold her in his arms again and kiss her, tell her it would be all right.

Instead, he released her and took a step back, his eyes dark, unreadable pools in the soft light. ‘This is between you and Barnwell, and only you can decide what to do with the information.’

‘I think you should leave, Caleb,’ she said. She wouldn’t beg or plead or make a scene. She would let him walk out of her life. She deserved nothing else.

At the door, without looking back at her, he said, ‘Thank you, Adelaide. I appreciate your confidence and you have my word as a gentleman that it will go no further.’

So cold, so formal. Even as he said the words, the hand around Adelaide’s heart clenched tighter. After her revelations, she could hardly blame him for his reserve. Surely, to Caleb Hunt, she would now forever be a fallen woman, whose life had been built on a lie and a veneer of respectability to which she had no right.

Whatever thread of friendship and attraction had drawn them together had snapped.

As the door shut behind him, she sank into the chair at the table, staring at the note that changed everything.


Thirty

14 February 1872

Adelaide ensured Netty and Daniel were not at home when Richard arrived on Tuesday evening for the evening meal. She opened the door to him, her heart hammering beneath her stays. This would not be an easy conversation but she had to know the truth.

She did not invite him to sit down so they stood facing each other.

He spun his hat in his hands as he looked around the quiet room. ‘Just us, Addy?’

‘Just us. There is an important matter we need to discuss, Richard.’ Adelaide took a breath, steadying herself with a hand on the edge of the table. ‘I would like you to answer a question.’

‘Of course. Anything.’ Richard’s eagerness was palpable, almost too eager.

‘I’ve asked this before but I will ask again. What are the terms of my father’s will?’

The hat stilled in his hands and his gaze fixed on a point above her right shoulder. ‘I told you, I’m unaware of the details. As things stood between you and your father, I can only assume the estate has gone to your cousin.’

‘I think it is important that I know,’ Adelaide persisted, watching Richard’s face, seeing the lies in it.

‘Why? As far as you were concerned, your father considered you dead.’ He tossed his hat on the day bed and took a step towards her. ‘You know I would take you just as you are, Addy. Money is not important. I have sufficient to keep you and the boy. You need never concern yourself with the question of money again.’

This time he met her gaze and she stared into his blue eyes. The eyes of a liar, and a bad liar at that. She saw him now as she had never seen him before. A chill ran down her spine.

‘If I were to find that my father had, in fact, made provision for Danny and I, that in no way would affect your feelings for me?’ she said, choosing each word with deliberate care.

He took her hand and pressed it to his cheek. ‘Of course not, Addy. I have loved you since you were seventeen.’

She snatched her hand away and pulled the paper with the copy of the solicitor’s incriminating note from the book on the table where she had concealed it. She handed it to him and watched as he read it, the colour draining from his face.

‘What’s this nonsense?’ The colour in his face rose again, turning his cheeks scarlet with anger.

‘It appears to be a copy of a letter from my father’s lawyer, addressed to me, explaining very clearly that, under the terms of my father’s estate, he has left everything to Danny and me. However, our inheritance is subject to trusts, which puts you, as my future husband, in a position of considerable financial advantage over me.’

Richard gave a humourless laugh and dropped the paper on the table. He waved a hand over it, as if he could magic it away. ‘Where did you get this—this piece of fantasy?’

‘I am not the fool you take me for, Richard.’ Adelaide’s voice rose with the red mist of anger in her chest. ‘I have no reason to doubt the veracity of the contents of that note. You came to Maiden’s Creek in the full knowledge that if I were to marry you, you would gain effective control of my father’s fortune.’

He ran both hands through his hair. ‘What credibility can you give to a note that looks like it was written by a child?’

‘I am assured it is a true copy of the original, which I believe you have in your possession. Please give it to me now.’

Richard hefted a heavy breath and leaned his hands on the table. When he raised his face, he looked so wretched that for a fleeting moment Adelaide almost felt sorry for him.

‘Adelaide, I was not lying when I said I love you, have loved you all these years. I grieved without comfort when I thought you were dead.’

‘I would like to believe you, Richard.’

‘That much is true but as for the rest, your father repented his hard heart on his deathbed. He told me to seek out the lawyer who had a letter for you and to come and look for you.’

‘And you thought that gave you the right to open a letter clearly addressed to me? Not only open it but conceal its contents from me?’

‘I just didn’t want to trouble you with what is no business for a woman.’

Adelaide crossed her arms, her anger abating as she reached a decision that had, if she were honest, always been at the back of her mind. ‘I’m not the fool you take me for. Right from the beginning your actions have been driven by the very basest motives and I see you now for what you are: a shallow, lying, manipulative man. No, worse than that, you are a seducer who preyed on a young girl with no other thought than for the fortune that would be coming to her future husband.’

He opened his mouth to speak but she held up her hand. ‘I will not marry you.’

She set the ring he had given her on the table.

He looked down at the ring for a long moment before snatching it up and placing it in his pocket. When he met her eyes, she saw only scorn and anger. His lip curled as he said, ‘I’m sorry that you should feel that way, Adelaide—or should I say Mrs Greaves—but who is the greater liar?’

Her hand tightened on the table. ‘I have sent a telegram today to the solicitor in London, confirming receipt of his letter. As for you, Richard, your business with me is now concluded and I suggest you leave Maiden’s Creek on tomorrow’s coach.’

Colour flooded back into Richard’s pale cheeks. ‘Leave? You can’t make me leave, not without my son. The boy needs his father. He can’t go on being mollycoddled by women. He is an English gentleman and he needs to be brought up as such.’

‘English gentleman? Like you?’ She snatched up Danny’s notebook, which lay on one of the chairs, and thrust it at Richard. ‘That’s the man Danny believes his father to be, not an opportunist, a seducer, like you.’

Richard flicked through the pages of the imaginary exploits of Danny’s father. ‘I see,’ he said. ‘You have encouraged this nonsense?’

‘The child is a dreamer, Richard. I will not have his dreams shattered by reality.’

Richard’s lip drew back in an unlovely sneer and she wondered how she could have even contemplated marriage to this man.

‘Let us view this from a different angle, Adelaide. What proof is there that Daniel is my son? You spread your legs fast enough for me. For all I know, you were sharing your favours with the first footman and the stableboy who looked your way. Gossip travels fast in a town like this. Do you want to be painted as a whore? Worse than that, a whore by night who plays the respectable widow by day? Who have you taken to your bed in this town? That oaf of a coachman or maybe the American?’

Her face must have betrayed her.

His eyes widened and he nodded. ‘It is the American.’ The triumph in his voice was palapable.

She tensed, waiting for the next blow in this vicious, verbal joust.

He caught her arm. ‘I’m not heartless, Addy. Despite everything, I think you and I could still have a life together, a very comfortable life.’

She tried to shake him free but his fingers tightened with a bruising force.

She met his eyes. ‘Get out of my house, Richard.’

For reply, he brought his mouth down on hers. It was not the kiss of a lover, but the kiss of a possessor: a hard, bruising kiss, his teeth grinding against hers, catching her lip. She broke away, wiping blood from her mouth with a shaking hand, appalled.

‘Get out,’ she said in a low voice to the man she thought she had once loved. ‘Get out before I send for the police.’

He gave a thin-lipped smile of triumph. ‘This isn’t over, Adelaide. You have your father’s pride.’ He wiped a smear of blood from her chin. ‘You need to practice a little humility.’

The door closed behind him but Adelaide hardly heard it. She leaned on the back of one of the dining chairs, fighting tears of rage and humiliation.


Thirty-One

Caleb had downed twice his ration of bourbon in Lil’s bar by the time Richard Barnwell stormed in. Barnwell, too, had been drowning his sorrows. His necktie was askew and his sandy hair stood up in a disordered cockscomb.

‘Where’s that little bitch?’ he demanded.

Lil came out from behind the bar and stood in front of the enraged man, her hands on her considerable hips. ‘You’re banned, get out,’ she said.

A few of her regulars moved forward but Barnwell had seen Caleb. He pushed past Lil and stood in front of Caleb, his fingers clenching and unclenching.

‘You bastard. You bloody Yankee swine. You’re behind this. What did you say to her?’

Caleb pushed his glass to one side and stood up. Barnwell was not a tall man and Caleb topped him by half a head.

‘I think, my friend, you have had a surfeit of liquor tonight. Go back to your room and sleep it off.’

Barnwell thrust a belligerent finger into Caleb’s chest. ‘I know you were behind her change of mind. What have you got to offer her that’s so bloody marvellous? Or are you after her fortune?’

Caleb grasped the stabbing finger and bent it back, not enough to break it but enough to bring tears to Barnwell’s eyes.

‘Sir, I do not like your attitude,’ Caleb said. ‘I don’t rightly know what passed between you and Mrs Greaves, but I have no doubt in my mind that she was justified in whatever answer she gave you.’

The man sagged at the knees and Caleb released him. Barnwell took a step back, nursing his hand. Caleb braced expecting the man to come for him but a gurgle of female laughter from the stairwell distracted him. Barnwell’s head snapped around as Sissy, clad in a loose robe of red silk, stepped into the bar with Penrose behind her, adjusting his tie as he descended the stairs.

Before Caleb could prevent him, Barnwell lunged at the girl. ‘I might have known you for a thieving whore!’ he screamed.

Sissy shrieked with fright as he descended on her striking her across the face with a heavy back-handed blow that sent her spinning against Penrose, who caught her and thrust her behind him into the stairwell. Penrose hurled himself at Barnwell with a roar. But Barnwell’s fist caught him in the stomach, sending him to the floor, gasping for breath.

Caleb grabbed Barnwell’s shoulder and whirled the man around to face him. Without a second’s hesitation, he slammed his fist into his face, taking satisfaction from the crack as the man’s nose exploded in a fountain of blood. Barnwell went down.

Strong hands pulled Caleb back before he could close in and cause the man further damage.

His fury dissipated as fast as it had come and Caleb shook his right hand, feeling the sting of grazed knuckles and jarred bones.

‘Do you like hitting women?’ Caleb seethed between gritted teeth. ‘Is that what Adelaide had to look forward to?’

Penrose had regained his feet, still wheezing. He lunged at Barnwell but two burly miners managed to restrain him. ‘Let me at him,’ he shouted. ‘No one hits a lady.’

‘She’s not a lady. She’s a bloody, thieving whore.’ Barnwell slurred his words.

Lil pushed past them. Taller and stronger than the Englishman, she hauled him up by the shirt collar. ‘I thought I told you to stay out. If the doc ’ere ’adn’t given you a blood nose, I’d’ve done worse. I’ve a mind to report you to the police for your night’s work. If you’ve any sense, you’ll leave Maiden’s Creek in the morning.’ She thrust him towards the door. The other men parted before her, one even going to the trouble of opening the door to allow her to throw Barnwell out onto the street. She slammed the door and turned to face her regulars, her hands on her ample hips. ‘Is someone going to explain to me what that was about?’ she demanded.

The two miners holding Penrose released him and he knelt in front of Sissy, who huddled on the stairs with Jess and Nell crouched protectively over her.

He looked up at Caleb. ‘Yes, I’d like to know what’s going on?’ he said. ‘Was it Barnwell who hurt you before, Sis?’

Sissy’s head drooped and she nodded, but her hand clutched Penrose’s sleeve, preventing him from rising.

Caleb looked from Penrose to Lil. ‘How about I see to Sissy first,’ he said.

He gently pulled her hand away from her face. The reddening mark on her cheekbone where Barnwell had struck her would soon darken into bruising, matching the yellowing bruises he had given her a few nights earlier.

‘You told Adelaide didn’t you?’ she said.

‘I’m sorry, Sissy. I had to.’

She batted away his hand. ‘Don’t fuss, Caleb,’ she said. ‘I’m glad she knows.’

‘Told Adelaide what?’ Penrose demanded.

Caleb and Sissy looked at each other. ‘You tell him,’ Sissy said and began to cry.

Throwing Caleb a look of mingled confusion and anger, Penrose gathered Sissy in his arms and carried her upstairs, returning ten minutes later.

‘The girls threw me out,’ he said. ‘Now are you going to give me an explanation, Hunt?’

Lil set glasses of whiskey down in front of the two men. She poured herself a glass and pulled up a stool that creaked ominously under her weight. ‘By rights I should throw you two out after that bastard for brawling in me bar, but I’ve a soft spot for both of you, so ’ow about you tell me what’s going on with Sissy and that bastard, Barnwell?’

Caleb took a thoughtful draught and furnished Lil and Penrose with a precis of the letter and Barnwell’s intentions towards Adelaide, omitting any reference to Danny’s parentage.

Penrose let out a low whistle. ‘So now Adelaide knows he’s a lying bastard, do you think he’ll just go quietly?’

Caleb glanced at the door through which Lil had thrown the man. ‘No,’ he said. ‘He’s angry and humiliated and he’s out to hurt everyone he thinks has wronged him. That’s Adelaide, Sissy and me, and now possibly you.’

Lil snorted. ‘I know ’is sort. I knew ’e was trouble the minute ’e walked through the door.’ She stood up. ‘’Ave another whiskey and be on your way, the both of you. Sissy will be fine. I’ll make sure ’e goes nowhere near ’er again.’

The warm night air, heavy now with the pungent smell of the distant bushfire, doused Caleb in reality as he lurched into the street.

Penrose glanced up at Sissy’s window, where a light still glowed.

‘If I find Barnwell—’ Penrose muttered.

‘You’ll do nothing,’ Caleb said. ‘You just watch out for Sissy.’

‘But Adelaide is a friend too. He may just be angry enough to go back there.’

Caleb stared at his friend, the realisation that an angry and humiliated Barnwell was quite capable of taking his frustrations out on Adelaide, dousing him like a bucket of cold water.

Penrose grabbed his shirt sleeve and pushed him hard enough for Caleb to stagger a couple of steps. ‘I think you should go to her. She needs you.’
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The dark mass of the hills rose above him and the waxing moon and stars lit up the night sky over the slumbering town. A hot, dry wind had picked up, sending grass and leaves dancing around Caleb’s ankles as he ran towards the post office.

Adelaide’s light still burned and he almost fell against the door in his anxiety.

To his relief, she answered his knock. She was fully dressed, the lace collar gone, her sleeves rolled up and the top buttons of her bodice undone. Her hair fell loose around her shoulders in dark waves.

‘Caleb! Is something wrong?’

Yes, something is very wrong, he thought. ‘I—I had to see that you were safe. Barnwell—he’s in a dangerous mood, Adelaide. Has he been here?’

She shivered, wrapping her arms around herself. ‘Not since earlier this evening. I confronted him with that note. You were right, Caleb.’

‘Did he hurt you in any way?’

She turned her head to the light and touched the the dark, swollen cut on her lip.

Caleb’s knees turned to water. ‘Adelaide … I’m sorry.’

She stood aside. ‘You’ve nothing to be sorry for but I could use a friend right now.’

He stepped over the threshold and she closed the door behind him. She did not ask him to sit so they stood facing each other. She had been crying, her eyes reddened and puffy and her face blotchy.

She touched her cut lip. ‘The memory of the man I thought I loved sustained me through the last ten years. I liked to dream of the life we could have had together if he had lived. I realised while I was sitting here tonight that it was always an illusion. He never loved me. It was always about the money. He knew Papa would never have approved the marriage. I suppose that when he seduced me he thought that if he got me pregnant or he could prove I was damaged goods, Papa would compel us to marry and his future as the son my father never had—Papa’s heir—would be assured.’ Her voice cracked and she looked away. ‘What a gullible fool he must have thought me.’

No more than a foot separated them, yet to Caleb it felt like a chasm. He clenched his fingers, wishing he had done more than break Barnwell’s nose. The man had used an innocent seventeen-year-old girl with cold-blooded calculation. He stretched out a hand and touched her fingers.

‘Adelaide …’

She looked up, eyes brimming with unshed tears, and her fingers tightened on his. He gave her a gentle tug and, to his surprise, she came to him without resistance, curling against him, her head on his chest. He held her close, her heart beating next to his, his lips on her hair.

Words seemed clumsy and intrusive. Instead, he stroked her cheek and kissed her hair, the scent of rosemary and lavender reminding him of his mother’s herb garden in faraway and long forgotten Virginia.

He prayed the moment would never end.

But she gave a shuddering sigh and stiffened. Reluctantly, he let her go and she pushed away from him, running her hands down her face.

‘I must look a fright,’ she said with a laugh that sounded forced.

‘You do, but—’ He stopped himself. There were three words he had not said to any woman before and he could not say them now. To say ‘I love you’ would change everything.

‘Thank you for your concern, Caleb,’ she said. ‘I will be fine in the morning. It is best to find these things out. Imagine if …’

Imagine if she had found out the truth after she had married Barnwell?

‘I am grateful to you for showing me that letter,’ she added.

‘It is Sissy you have to thank, not me,’ Caleb said and regretted his words as her eyes widened.

‘Sissy? How did she …?’ Realisation dawned and the colour faded from her face. ‘He—he availed himself?’

Caleb did not reply. He could not bring himself to tell her that Barnwell had abused Sissy in more ways than one. That would be a truth too many.

Adelaide put out a hand to the mantelpiece. ‘I wish he were dead,’ she said with such vehemence, Caleb drew a breath.

‘I broke his nose,’ he said.

A smile caught at the corner of Adelaide’s mouth. ‘Did you? I’m glad. I hope it hurts.’

Caleb glanced down at his own skinned knuckles. ‘If he wants a doctor, he will be out of luck.’

She looked at him. ‘Why are you here, Caleb?’

‘I was worried he might come here. He was in a terrible rage.’

She shook her head. ‘No. He had already said all he needed to say to me for now, but what can I do if he chooses to stay in Maiden’s Creek? He threatened to destroy me, Caleb. Worse, he threatened to take Danny from me. He’s Danny’s father. He has the right …’ Her voice shook and for a long moment, she fought back the tears that threatened again.

He shook his head. ‘I suggest you go to bed and try to sleep. We can talk in the morning, Adelaide.’

She took a shuddering breath. ‘If I can in this heat.’

‘I can stay …’ he began and indicated the day bed.

She shook her head. ‘Go home. I will be fine.’

She opened the door but Caleb drew her to him. This time he kissed her, their lips meeting softly as he avoided the nasty cut.

He closed his eyes, drinking in the taste of her, wanting more than anything to hold her like this forever, but, knowing the night had eyes, he let her go and she closed the door behind him, plunging him into darkness once more.


Thirty-Two

15 February 1872

Something had changed. Something that had caused Danny’s mother to stop laughing. She had a nasty cut on her lip. When he asked her about it, she told him she had tripped over one of the hens in the yard.

Mama hardly ate her breakfast then walked him to school, leaving him at the gate with a vehement hug and a kiss, something she never did, not when people could see.

All through the long, boring day, Danny stared out the window to where the northerly wind tossed the peppercorn tree in the schoolyard. The wind had made everyone tetchy and tempers crackled in the playground. He dragged his feet on the way home, glancing at the Britannia, but the surgery door was shut and there was a CLOSED sign in the window. He climbed the hill to the doctor’s cottage to pour out his troubles to Caleb, but the girl who kept for Caleb told him that the doctor had gone down to the Italian settlement and she didn’t expect him back until late.

Danny stumbled down the path and sat on a low wall, reluctant to go home.

‘Good afternoon, Daniel.’

A shadow fell across him and he looked up to see Uncle Richard smiling down at him.

‘Can I sit down, Daniel?’

Danny moved over and the man sat down beside him and fanned himself with his hat.

‘It just seems to get hotter and hotter,’ he said.

Danny shrugged. ‘It will change,’ he said. His nose twitched. ‘But there’s a fire somewhere.’

The man scanned the valley. ‘I thought I smelled burning. Is it dangerous?’

‘Depends where it is,’ Danny said. ‘There’s not much vegetation around here so I don’t think so. What happened to your nose?’

Uncle Richard touched his bruised and swollen nose and frowned. ‘I ran into a door,’ he said, adding, ‘in the dark.’ His swollen nose seemed to affect his speech. He sounded like he had a bad cold. ‘Daniel, I have to leave Maiden’s Creek soon but I was wondering if you and I could go on an adventure together?’

‘An adventure?’

‘Yes, a real adventure. I have a map—’ Uncle Richard patted his pocket, ‘—which shows us where the bushranger keeps his gold.’

Danny drew a quick breath. He’d heard people saying that there was a bushranger in the area.

‘How did you get a map?’ he asked.

Uncle Richard tapped his nose and winced. ‘A chap in the hotel last night. Said he’d been part of the bushranger’s gang.’

‘But bushrangers are dangerous. He’d shoot us if he finds out we know where his gold is hidden,’ Danny said.

‘This chap said he’s not around at the moment. He’s gone to visit his sick mother in Melbourne.’

It had never occurred to Danny that bushrangers may have sick mothers. ‘So he’s not a really bad bushranger.’

‘Oh no. He’s a bit like Robin Hood. He gives everything away to people who need it. So I think we will be quite safe, but this is very, very secret. You can’t tell anyone.’

‘Not even Mama?’

‘Not even Mama or Netty,’ Uncle Richard said.

‘When are we going to go?’

‘I have a few things to do this evening, but I thought if we set out bright and early tomorrow, we can be home for tea.’

‘But I have to go to school,’ Danny protested.

Uncle Richard leaned in. ‘You can pretend to go to school. I’ll meet you on the Aberfeldy Road. Just north of the market garden, there’s a stand of trees. I’ll be there with a couple of horses for us. You can ride?’

‘Yes, Caleb taught me.’

Uncle Richard smiled, but his eyes didn’t look like they were smiling. ‘That’s good to hear,’ he said. ‘I will see you tomorrow.’

Danny nodded and slipped off the wall. He’d never done anything wantonly naughty before and now he was contemplating keeping a secret from Mama and skipping school.

‘What do we do if we find the gold?’ he asked.

‘We would have to be honest and give it to the police,’ Uncle Richard said. ‘But there’s a big reward and we can split it between us. You can buy your mama a lovely present.’ He clapped a hand on Danny’s shoulder and put the other one to his lips. ‘But just remember it’s our secret.’
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The emergency at the Italian settlement had taken Caleb out of town at first light and it had gone dark by the time Caleb rode back into town in the soft evening light.

At the livery stable, Sones took Shadow from him. ‘You look done in,’ the stableman remarked. ‘How’s the lass?’

‘She’s a fighter,’ Caleb said. He had decided nothing in this world was worse than watching a two-year-old child in pain and having limited means to ameliorate it.

Sones pulled the saddle from Shadow’s back. ‘There’s a bad fire developing north of us,’ he said. ‘Maidment came back from Melbourne this morning and went straight out to see how far it’s got and if we’re going to be in its path. Reckon it’s tracking the ridges down the Aberfeldy Road. Could catch Blue Sailor.’

‘What about Pretty Sally?’

‘That’s to the east—no threat there. Just saying, doc, you may be needed if we’ve got to send men out to fight it back from the settlements. Hope your little lass can manage without you.’

Caleb thanked the man and dragged his weary feet back to the cottage. Posy had long since left, leaving a plate of cold mutton on the table covered with a cloth. He poured himself a beer and sat down to eat. He’d barely pushed the plate to one side when a loud rapping at the door made him start.

‘Dr Hunt!’ The unmistakable voice of the law.

He sighed, rose to his feet and answered the door. A quick glance at the blue serge uniform and he reached for his medical bag. The policeman stepped into the room and Caleb recognised him as Constable O’Grady, a big solid man with a large moustache.

‘Where’s the patient, Constable?’

O’Grady frowned. ‘Patient?’

‘You’ve come to fetch me to an emergency?’

O’Grady cleared his throat, trying but failing to put on an authoritative cast to his genial face and tone. ‘I am here to arrest you for the unprovoked assault on one Richard Barnwell at a hostelry known as Lil’s Place, during which said gentleman sustained serious injuries.’

‘What?’ Caleb stared at him. ‘Arrest me?’

Not a night went past in Maiden’s Creek without there being some sort of fracas at one of the many hostelries. The three policemen would be fully occupied just keeping up to date with the paperwork if every single assault ended in a complaint.

‘That’s right. Mr Barnwell has lodged a complaint. Do you deny you hit him?’

‘It wasn’t unprovoked,’ Caleb protested. ‘He assaulted a lady.’

O’Grady’s lips curled. ‘You mean one of the whores? If that’s your defence, you can tell that to the JP. All I know is that a complaint has been made and I’m here to arrest you.’

‘I want to speak to your sergeant,’ Caleb said, drawing himself up to his full height. Even then he barely looked the big constable in the eye.

‘Sergeant Maidment and Constable Prewitt are out of town,’ O’Grady said, adding with a note of pride in his tone, ‘I’m in charge and you’re coming with me.’

‘I have patients …’ Caleb began but the set of the man’s jaw and the way his hand moved to the butt of the service issue revolver he wore on his belt convinced him further discussion was pointless.

He shut and locked his door. O’Grady rattled his manacles and Caleb glared at him.

‘Try to put those on me, O’Grady, and you can add assaulting an officer of the law to your charge sheet. I’ll come peaceably.’

O’Grady mumbled something and hooked the manacles back on his belt.

Caleb had never been past the main offices in the police station but now he marched down a narrow corridor to the back of the building where the two small cells barred with iron gates had been cut into the hillside.

He stiffened and rounded on the constable. ‘No. I’ll give you my word, I won’t go anywhere, but don’t lock me up in there.’

For answer, O’Grady shoved him in the back and he stumbled into the dark, clammy cell, hitting the low bench that had been cut into the rock on the far side of the room. He fell to his knees and the heavy gate slammed behind him.

‘You’ll have some company shortly,’ O’Grady said as the outer door shut behind him.

Pain, shame and guilt rose like nausea. Caleb closed his eyes and balled his hands, pressing them against his face as he tried to block out the memory of the solitary confinement cells at Elmira.

The only light in the cell came from a lantern that stood on the table in the narrow outer room beyond the cells and shadows danced and played across the rough walls. Caleb lay down on the rock shelf that passed for a bed and covered his eyes with his forearm, trying to ignore the walls closing in around him. He could almost smell the blood—and worse—mingling with sweat and the scent of unwashed bodies and fear. Hundreds of Confederate prisoners of war crammed together in the foetid conditions of Elmira. No hope … nothing, except a daily fight for survival.

He steadied his breath. He should have anticipated that Barnwell would do something like this. He would be one of those obnoxious prigs who believed in authority to solve his problems. The town lacked a lawyer. The only hope Caleb had was the common sense of one of the JPs or that Maidment would return from his reconnaissance of the fire. With luck, he would be freed in the morning. Until then there appeared to be nothing he could do except wait.

A coarse blanket and a straw mattress had been provided to soften the bench and he made himself as comfortable as he could, stretching out with his hands behind his head while he considered the situation.

He closed his eyes and forced himself to sleep.
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At supper, Danny picked at his food and answered Adelaide’s questions with monosyllabic grunts. He hadn’t asked her about Richard Barnwell’s sudden absence from their table and she didn’t raise the subject. She had tried to convince herself that Richard would see sense and leave Maiden’s Creek and she would go back to being the widow Greaves and everything would be as it was.

Except it never could be.

Danny took himself off to bed after supper, shutting the door behind him, and the two women settled down to mending. The hot night made the task difficult and Adelaide abandoned her efforts. They sat in companionable silence, Adelaide with a book and Netty with one of Danny’s stockings.

They both started at the squeak of the gate and sound of heavy boots on the gravel path.

Netty set down her sewing. ‘Late for a visitor,’ she said.

Adelaide stood up, her heart pounding. What if it was Richard?

She did not open the door at the first loud rap.

‘Who is it?’ she asked through the wood.

‘Constable O’Grady.’

Adelaide unbolted the door, revealing the burly constable on the doorstep. The man pulled his cap off and twisted it in his large, hairy hands.

‘Beg pardon, Mrs Greaves,’ he began after much clearing of his throat. ‘Is Miss Redley at home?’

Adelaide blinked. ‘Netty? Yes, of course. What do you want with her?’

‘Can you fetch her please?’

‘I’m right here,’ Netty said. ‘What do you want, O’Grady?’

O’Grady took a deep breath. ‘Miss Redley, I am here to arrest you.’

Adelaide stepped in front of her maid. ‘Arrest her? Whatever for?’

The constable had the good grace to look unhappy, his eyes sliding sideways. ‘I have information that Miss Redley stole a quantity of jewellery from her last employer.’ O’Grady pulled a notebook from his pocket and leafed through a couple of pages. ‘One Sir Daniel Lewis of Oldfield House in Liverpool.’

Despite the heat, a cold hand clutched at Adelaide’s heart. ‘What do you mean? Who’s laid the charge?’

‘Mr Barnwell,’ O’Grady replied. ‘He has a sworn statement given by the late Sir Daniel Lewis, attesting to the fact that Miss Redley left her employment without giving notice and after her departure, it was discovered that certain items of jewellery, the property of his late wife, were missing.’

Netty and Adelaide exchanged glances.

‘That’s it?’ Adelaide said.

The man shook his head. ‘No. He has a statement from a jeweller in York that Miss Redley sold a ring and bracelet to him, matching the description of two of the missing pieces of jewellery.’

Adelaide drew herself up to her full height. ‘Where are these statements?’

The constable shifted from foot to foot. ‘At the police station, ma’am. They’re evidence.’

‘I want to speak with Sergeant Maidment,’ Adelaide demanded.

‘He’s out bush tonight,’ the unhappy policeman replied.

‘This is ridiculous. You don’t need to arrest Netty. We can resolve this when Sergeant Maidment returns,’ Adelaide said.

‘Beg pardon, ma’am, but I do. There’ll be hell to pay if Miss Redley were to abscond.’

‘Nonsense,’ Netty said. ‘It’s far too late at night to abscond, and where would I go?’

‘That’s as may be,’ O’Grady said. ‘Are you coming peaceably or do I have to snap these on you?’ To emphasise his point, the constable held out a pair of manacles.

Netty recoiled, putting her hands behind her back.

Adelaide started forward but Netty grabbed her arm and thrust her behind her.

‘Don’t say a word. I better go with this stupid man.’

‘Look, I’m sorry about this, but I have to do my duty and the gent what laid the charges was most insistent that I detain the thief.’ He heaved a sigh. ‘He also laid charges of assault against Dr Hunt. I’ve had no choice but to bring him too. Didn’t like doing that either, but duty is duty.’

The blood drained from Adelaide’s heart. She could see exactly what Richard was doing. He was punishing the people around her.

Netty raised her chin. ‘You can take me, O’Grady, but you aren’t putting those things on me. I have my pride.’ With that she marched out, with O’Grady scurrying after her.
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Voices and the crash of doors woke Caleb from a fitful sleep. He glanced at his watch and estimated he’d only been asleep an hour, if that. He swung his legs off the bench and went to the gate.

Footsteps and the rattling of keys sounded beyond the outer door and it opened.

‘Take your hand off me, you great oaf,’ said a familiar voice with a Yorkshire lilt.

‘Netty!’ Caleb said.

‘It’s true? He’s got you here?’ Netty said. ‘Looks like we’ve both got something to thank our Mr Barnwell for next time we see him.’

‘In here, Miss Redley, if you’ll please.’ O’Grady opened the second cell door and made to grab her arm.

She shook off his hand and marched into the cell.

The police constable shut and locked the door.

‘O’Grady, this is madness. What is going to be accomplished by locking us up?’ Caleb said.

‘Told you. I don’t want you running off.’

‘I’ve given you my word as a gentleman, I will not be running anywhere. I have patients who need me. There’s a child down at the Italian settlement. I promised I would return in the morning.’

O’Grady tugged at his moustache. ‘I heard about the little lass down at the Eyeties,’ he said. ‘I’m only doing my duty, doctor. When morning comes, I’ll fetch one of the JPs and we’ll see to the charges.’

‘Fetch them now!’ Caleb demanded.

O’Grady shook his head. ‘I’m not disturbing important folks in their beds. It can wait till morning.’

Caleb hit the bars of his cell as the outer door shut behind the policeman. ‘Idiot!’ he shouted. He leaned his head against the cool bars and swore volubly.

‘There’s a lady present,’ Netty said.

‘What charges has he brought against you?’

Netty sighed heavily and said, ‘I don’t know what Adelaide’s told you about Barnwell.’

‘Everything. I know that Barnwell is Danny’s father.’

Netty grunted. ‘When she ran away from her father’s house, we took her mother’s jewellery—it was hers to take. Somehow Barnwell’s managed to get hold of statements from Miss Adelaide’s father and a jeweller in York that makes it sound like I’m guilty of thieving the jewellery. You?’

‘I broke his nose last night.’

‘Pity it was only his nose.’

‘I should have hit him harder.’

In the long silence that followed, he could hear Netty’s breathing.

When she spoke again, her voice was tight with emotion. ‘I’m scared for Adelaide. She’s on her own.’

Caleb leaned his head against the cold, unyielding rock of his cell. ‘So am I. He’s planning something and he wanted us out of the way.’ Beyond the wall of his cell, Netty sniffed and he summoned a confidence he did not feel. ‘Maidment is a sensible man. We’ll sort this out in the morning. He’ll see the charges are nonsense. Give me your hand.’

He reached through the bars, his hand seeking hers. She grasped his fingers and they stood for a moment, grateful for the touch of another human being.


Thirty-Three

16 February 1872

Caught between the oppressive heat and his excitement, Danny slept fitfully, waking to the familiar sound of dishes clattering in the kitchen.

He sprang from his bed and packed his schoolbag with all the things a successful explorer would need on a quest to find bushranger’s gold: a candle and tinderbox, Caleb’s knife, a hank of rope, a flask of water and the remains of the day’s bread along with a lump of hard cheese that he had secreted from the kitchen after Mama and Netty had finished for the night.

He found his mother in the kitchen watching a boiling pot of water in which their breakfast eggs rattled.

She looked around and glanced at the clock on the kitchen shelf. ‘You’re early,’ she said.

Danny mumbled something about being too hot to sleep and asked where Netty was.

‘She had some urgent business,’ his mother replied, setting a boiled egg with a buttered slice of yesterday’s bread in front of him.

Danny bolted his breakfast, picked up his satchel and headed for the door.

‘Danny, you are going to be the first at school,’ Adelaide said. ‘Wait for me. I’ll walk with you.’

Danny avoided his mother’s eyes as he said, ‘It’s all right, Mama. I promised I’d help Mr Emerton set something up this morning. You don’t need to walk with me.’ And after the previous day’s teasing, the last thing he wanted was his mother trailing after him.

He never lied to her and he had an uncomfortable feeling that she would immediately spot the falsehood, but she dropped a kiss on his forehead and stood on the doorstep to watch as he scampered around the side of the house.

He hurried up the main street, feeling more than a stab of guilt as he passed the schoolhouse, which at this hour still sat silent and dark. He could see Mr Emerton moving in the front room of the school teacher’s cottage, but he didn’t slacken his pace until he passed the burned ruins of the Murray house and the Chinese gardens.

He rounded a corner and the stand of gums loomed in front of him. Uncle Richard waited in the shadows with two horses, a bay mare and the sturdy black pony with the white star that Danny had ridden when Caleb took them up to the Shenandoah Mine.

‘Ready to go, Daniel?’ Uncle Richard smiled as he handed him the reins to the pony.

Danny nodded. It struck him that Uncle Richard seemed rather oddly dressed for such an adventure, in a heavy tweed wool jacket and pants. With the northerly wind blowing down the valley, he would be very hot before they got far.

‘Where are we going?’ Danny asked.

Uncle Richard produced a paper from his pocket and consulted it. ‘Aberfeldy,’ he said.

Danny frowned. ‘Aberfeldy? That’s a long way. Are you sure you know the way?’

Uncle Richard smiled, but again it seemed to Danny that his eyes didn’t echo it. ‘I’m quite sure,’ he said.

The acrid smell of the smoke that had been blowing through the town for the last two days seemed stronger and once they had climbed to the ridge above the town, Danny could see a thick plume rising above the mountain ridges. He had lived in the bush nearly all his life and he knew a serious bushfire when he saw one.

He shifted uneasily in his saddle. ‘Uncle Richard,’ he said. ‘I don’t think this is a good idea. There’s a bushfire ahead of us.’

‘Nonsense,’ the man replied. ‘I asked about it and they assured me we would be quite safe.’

An hour outside town, they met Sergeant Maidment, Constable Prewitt and two other Maiden’s Creek men.

Maidment stopped them. ‘Mr Barnwell,’ he said, his gaze moving to Danny. ‘May I enquire where you are going?’

‘Just out for a ride,’ Uncle Richard replied with a smile. ‘Heading back to England soon and young Daniel wanted to show me some of the countryside.’

‘I’d advise you to turn back. The bushfire’s moving fast and we expect it will cut the Aberfeldy Road just a few miles north of here.’

‘Thank you for your advice, sergeant,’ Uncle Richard replied.

‘You better come back with us,’ Maidment insisted.

Uncle Richard looked at his watch. ‘We’ll go on a bit further, have an early lunch and head straight back,’ he said. ‘No need to worry the lad’s mother.’

Maidment nodded and his party set out at a fast pace.

Danny turned the pony’s head back towards Maiden Creek.

Uncle Richard caught his reins. ‘Where are you going?’

‘I’m going home,’ Danny said. ‘You heard Mr Maidment, it’s too dangerous to go on.’

‘Nonsense. I’m not going to let him spoil our adventure. We’ll go on a bit further.’

‘But what about the fire?’

Uncle Richard scowled. ‘With luck, we will miss it. I want to be at Aberfeldy by nightfall.’

Danny jerked his pony’s reins. ‘Aberfeldy? I don’t understand …’

All the good humour had drained from Uncle Richard’s face. He snatched up Danny’s reins and kicked his own horse into a trot, leaving Danny with no option but to cling on to his pony and follow.
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The clanging of the fire bell echoed around the valley, drowning out the beat of the mine’s battery. Adelaide looked up from serving Mrs Jervis. She had only heard it once before, when a fire had last threatened Maiden’s Creek three years ago. It meant only one thing: every able-bodied man and boy was required, and the women too would be called on to defend their town and their homes.

‘The fire’s heading this way?’

Mrs Jervis nodded. ‘I heard Sergeant Maidment telling my husband he thought it would cut off the Aberfeldy Road by early afternoon.’

‘And with this wind it will come straight down the valley,’ Adelaide said. ‘Will we have to evacuate?’

Mrs Jervis shrugged. ‘I already have a few things packed and ready to go in case we need to go up to the mine.’

With the road north cut off and the difficulties of getting out by the Shady Creek Road to the south, the Maiden’s Creek Mine with its long tunnel was the only safe place in case of fire. Her thoughts flew to Caleb and Netty, incarcerated in the police cells. She had to get them out.

Adelaide shut and locked the door after the bank manager’s wife and hurried up the busy main street to the police station. In one corner of the crowded front office, Constable Prewitt was handing out sheets of paper. Constable O’Grady was behind the desk, fending off enquiries about the safety of the town.

Adelaide pushed her way to the front. ‘Where’s Sergeant Maidment?’

O’Grady looked up. ‘He’s down at the bank, meeting with the town council.’

‘I want to see Dr Hunt and Miss Redley,’ she demanded.

O’Grady scowled. ‘We’re busy, Mrs Greaves. Come back later.’

‘But—’ Her protest went unregarded as a man cut in with a query about blankets.

As Adelaide passed him, Prewitt pushed his hat to the back of his head and scratched his nose. ‘Has that lad of yours come home yet?’

Adelaide stared at him. ‘What do you mean? Have they shut the school?’

Prewitt frowned. ‘We met him and that English bloke on the Aberfeldy Road, heading north. We told him they were heading straight into the fire, but Barnwell reckoned they was just out for a ride and they’d have an early lunch and come straight back.’

Despite the heat, Adelaide shivered as all her worst premonitions came to pass. ‘When was this?’

‘Reckon an hour or more ago. They were already a good hour’s ride out of town when we saw ’em. They should be back soon.’

Adelaide thanked the policeman and ran to the school.

She found Mr Emerton in the process of dismissing the children early so they could get to their homes. She stood watching the school as the children filed out but could not see Danny. She hurried across to the schoolmaster.

‘Where’s Daniel?’ she enquired.

Mr Emerton frowned. ‘Daniel? He didn’t come to school today. I thought you’d kept him at home.’

Adelaide’s stomach clenched. ‘No. He left early. He told me he was helping you set something up.’

‘I’m sorry, Mrs Greaves, I’ve not seen him all day.’

Adelaide turned and ran back down the street, her fear growing with every step. The proprietor of The Empress, Mrs Riordan, was sweeping out the front hall as Adelaide entered that establishment.

‘Which room is Mr Barnwell’s?’ Adelaide demanded.

‘Number 2 at the top of the stairs, but—’

Without waiting to hear the proprietress’s protestations, Adelaide hurried up the stairs. She banged on the door that bore a neat brass number 2.

‘Stop that infernal racket.’ Mrs Riordan had followed her up the stairs. ‘He’s not there. I could have told you that, if you’d stopped to listen.’

Adelaide turned on her. ‘Has he left Maiden’s Creek?’

The woman nodded. ‘He finalised his account last night and left at first light this morning, with orders to send his baggage down to Melbourne on the next coach.’

‘Where did he go?’ Adelaide demanded, the sickening feeling in her stomach worsening.

‘He said he was hiring a horse to get to Shady Creek. That’s all I know.’ Her mouth tightened. ‘With the fire heading this way, that was probably sensible.’

Adelaide thanked the woman and apologised for the urgency without offering explanation. Patsy Riordan was a notorious gossip.

Outside, Adelaide turned towards the livery stable. She found Sones and Amos Burrell in earnest conversation, the Shady Creek coach in a corner of the yard. Whatever method Richard had chosen to leave town it hadn’t been by coach.

Amos whipped his battered hat off his red curls and greeted her. ‘Missus, everything all right?’

She shook her head and addressed the livery stable owner. ‘Mr Sones, have you seen Mr Barnwell or my son today?’

‘Mr Barnwell hired two of my beasts first thing this morning. The bay mare and the pony, the one your boy likes to ride.’

‘Do you know where they’ve gone?’

Sones shook his head. ‘Said he was just going out for a ride.’ He frowned. ‘Funny thing, though—he was askin’ me if there were another way to get to Melbourne from here if he didn’t want to go back through Shady Creek. I told him the best way was to go north through Aberfeldy and Woods Point and cut down to Jamieson.’

Nausea rose in Adelaide’s throat. Once the hue and cry went up in town about a missing child, a northerly route into the high country and down through the settlements on the plains would be a better way of avoiding suspicion than taking the more populous route back through Shady Creek. She lurched and Amos caught her arm.

‘What’s ’appened?’

Adelaide pushed her hair back from her sweat-slicked forehead. ‘It’s my Danny … Richard Barnwell’s got him. I have to go after them, Amos.’

‘Got ’im? What do you mean? ’e’s kidnapped ’im?’ Amos said.

Adelaide nodded. ‘I think he lured Danny into playing truant this morning. They’re heading for Aberfeldy.’

She turned to look towards the north where thick plumes of smoke were visible above the hills. Burned leaves were falling around them, driven in on the wind. Somewhere between Maiden’s Creek and the approaching fire front was her son.

‘They are going straight into the bushfire.’

Amos glanced at Sones. ‘When did Barnwell leave?’

‘Three or four hours ago, at least.’

Amos pulled his ear. ‘That’s a big ’ead start.’

Sones pushed his hat to the back of his head. ‘I told him it was not a good day to be travelling, but he’d not be told.’

Amos shrugged his big shoulders. ‘If they’ve any sense, they’re probably on their way back already,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t worry, missus.’

‘I don’t have time for this.’ Adelaide said. ‘Please saddle my horse, Sones.’

The livery man frowned. ‘If that’s what you want.’

Amos frowned. ‘You aren’t planning to go after them?’

‘Of course I am.’ Her voice rose in her anxiety.

‘You can’t go alone. Where’s the doc?’

‘He’s in a cell in the police station, along with Netty. Barnwell put them there. Amos …’

At the mention of his beloved’s name, Amos’s placid countenance darkened. ‘He’s done what to my Netty? We’ll just have to get ’em out then.’ Taking Adelaide by the elbow, he steered her out into the street. ‘We’ll be back for the ’orse, Sones.’

A large crowd had now gathered outside the police station, equipped with blankets, mops, spades and buckets and anything else that might be useful in fighting a fire. Women hovered on the edge of the crowd, talking in low, anxious voices, their arms crossed. A table had been placed on the police station’s verandah and Prewitt was bent over a map in earnest discussion with several other men.

O’Grady looked up from laying out stacks of canvas bags as Amos and Adelaide entered the front room.

‘O’Grady, you idiot,’ Amos growled. ‘If you’ve an ounce of sense, you’d let this town’s only doctor out. ’e’ll be needed.’

O’Grady straightened. ‘I don’t have the authority to let him out.’

‘Where’s Sergeant Maidment?’ Adelaide demanded.

‘He’s here.’ Maidment’s lanky figure entered the police station, removing his cap. He wiped his forehead and pushed the thinning hair back. ‘What’s the problem, Mrs Greaves? We’ve got an emergency on our hands.’

‘You’re holding Dr Hunt and Miss Redley in your cells,’ Adelaide said.

Maidment glanced at O’Grady. ‘What? Why?’

‘Haven’t had time to brief you, sarge,’ O’Grady said. ‘Mr Barnwell came in last evening and laid charges, insisted they be arrested.’

‘What on earth for?’

‘Assault and theft.’ O’Grady outlined the charges against Caleb and Netty.

‘If Dr Hunt hit Barnwell, he had good cause,’ Adelaide said. ‘And as for the charge against Miss Redley, the jewellery that she is accused of stealing was my jewellery. I asked her to sell it for me.’

This was too much for O’Grady. His face screwed up as he tried to understand the evidence that was shifting under his feet. ‘You was—’

‘I was—am—the daughter of Sir Daniel Lewis. The jewellery was left to me by my mother. It was mine to sell.’

‘That’s as may be, Mrs Greaves, but Mr Barnwell—’

‘Mr Barnwell is no longer in Maiden’s Creek,’ Sergeant Maidment said. ‘I passed him north of the town a couple of hours ago and he has your son with him.’

Adelaide drew herself up to her full height. ‘Constable Prewitt told me. Why didn’t you insist they turn back?’

‘I was in a hurry to get back to town—I didn’t have time to stop and argue. Besides, the man assured me they were just out for a ride and would eat lunch and turn back. I’m sorry, Mrs Greaves, I didn’t think there was anything untowards.’

Adelaide shook her head. ‘Sergeant, he has kidnapped my son, and all of these trumped-up charges are to buy time to allow him to get away.’

‘Why would he kidnap Danny?’ Maidment asked.

‘That’s between me and him. We are wasting precious minutes standing here arguing. Please release my friends,’ Adelaide said.

Maidment nodded. ‘See to it, O’Grady.’

O’Grady hefted a ring of keys from a drawer behind the counter and stomped through the rear door to the cells.

As a rumpled Netty rushed through the door, Amos clasped her to him like a ragdoll. Caleb went straight to Adelaide and, heedless of the crowd around them, caught her in his arms.

‘Thank God you’re safe,’ he said and kissed her hair, his thumb caressing the back of her neck.

She leaned against his chest, breathing in the scent of him. She wanted someone to tell her everything would be all right. That Danny was not out there in the bush with a man who knew nothing about the dangers of bushfires, a man who had lost any right to call himself the boy’s father.

At this last thought, a choking sob escaped and she pushed herself free of him. ‘Richard has Danny—we’ve no time to lose. They’re on the Aberfeldy road heading straight into the fire. Caleb, I need your help.’

Caleb swore and, with his arm around her shoulder, they turned for the door.

Behind them, Maidment protested. ‘Wait. We need the doctor here.’

Caleb turned to the sergeant. ‘Sorry, Maidment. This is more important. I’ll be back later.’

Maidment ran a hand across his red-rimmed eyes. ‘I can’t stop you if you’re heading out to find them,’ he said. ‘I can only caution you to be careful. In this wind, the fire’s moving fast.’

Caleb nodded and clapped the man on the shoulder. ‘Thank you.’ Outside on the street, he turned to Amos. ‘Burrell, can you organise a horse? Adelaide, go back to the post office and wait for me. I just have to fetch something.’

She met his eyes. ‘Your revolver?’

He nodded.
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Caleb found Adelaide pacing her parlour floor, dressed in her riding clothes.

‘What took you so long?’

‘I had to remember where I hid the ammunition for the Colt,’ he replied and her gaze dropped to the weapon.

She grasped his sleeve. ‘Let’s go. Amos is waiting at the livery stable.’

‘Adelaide, you’re not coming with me,’ he said. ‘I can handle Barnwell—’

‘Danny’s my son. If anything—anything—happens to him and I’m not there, my own life will not be worth living.’ Her eyes blazed and to emphasise her point, she pushed him in the chest with both hands.

He took a step back. ‘Very well. I won’t argue with you.’

She tossed him a large handkerchief.

‘Tie that round your neck. You’ll need it if we’re riding into smoke. You can wet it and tie it over your nose and mouth.’

Caleb gathered up the food and water bottles Netty had put out for them. Adelaide slapped a broad-brimmed felt hat onto her head and they hurried to the livery stable where Amos waited with the horses. The stench of burning now covered the town and smoke rose high into the sky. The two horses, Adelaide’s bay and Caleb’s grey, sensed the unease in the air, fidgeting in Amos’s firm grasp, their ears swivelling and nostrils flaring.

‘Want me to come?’ Amos asked.

Caleb hesitated. He knew little more than Barnwell when it came to bushfires and he had never been further north than the Blue Sailor gold mine, about ten miles out of Maiden’s Creek.

He shook his head. ‘You’re needed here, Burrell.’

‘I know the country between here and Aberfeldy,’ Adelaide said.

‘She does too. I’d trust ’er.’ Amos grinned at Adelaide.

Adelaide swung unaided into her saddle and Caleb mounted Shadow. Amos packed the saddlebag with the food and water bottles, checked the girths one more time and looked up at them both. ‘Good luck,’ he said.

As they kicked the horses forward, Caleb looked at Adelaide, her lips pressed tight and her eyes firmly fixed on the road ahead, a road suddenly filled with people.

The crowd parted and the two lonely riders passed through, headed north on the Aberfeldy Road into the teeth of a raging bushfire.


Thirty-Four

When they were clear of the town, Adelaide put her heels to her horse, anxious to close as much distance as she could between herself and Danny. She heard, but ignored, Caleb’s call for her to slow and he cantered up beside her.

‘Stop,’ he said. ‘Are you mad? You’ll wear the horse out before we’ve got five miles.’

Reluctantly she brought her mare back to a walk and they rode on in silence. In her mind, Adelaide traced the road before them. There were a few side tracks into the more remote mines but she felt sure Richard would stick to the main track.

‘If they get through to Aberfeldy before the fire cuts the road,’ she said, ‘we’ve lost them.’

‘You know this country,’ Caleb said. ‘Is there anywhere they could shelter?’

She shrugged. ‘Some abandoned mine workings on the Aberfeldy River but Danny wouldn’t know that. He’s never …’ A lump caught in her throat. ‘He’s never been a confident enough rider to bring out on this road.’

He reached across and laid a hand on her knee. ‘Adelaide, we will find them.’

‘I wish I had your confidence,’ she said.

Past the turn off to the Blue Sailor mine, the track wound up from the valley through thick forest. The slope of the hill fell away through bracken and ferns and stands of tall mountain ash to the left side of the track. The wind tossed the trees, bringing with it the smell of destruction.

After an hour and a half, the track began to descend, winding towards a thickly vegetated valley. It turned a bend and they crossed the Aberfeldy River. In its summer torpor it drizzled around the rocks and boulders that marked its course but in winter, as Adelaide had discovered on one of her excursions, it turned into a raging, uncrossable torrent. Adelaide paused at a deeper pool to allow the horses to drink. She dismounted and soaked the handkerchief she had tied around her neck in the pool. Caleb followed her lead.

Above the sighing of the wind in the trees came another sound: the roaring of an angry beast tearing at the bars of its cage.

‘That’s the fire?’ Caleb asked.

She nodded. ‘Surely they can’t have got much further?’ She swung back into the saddle. The mare laid her ears back, snorting as Adelaide kicked her on. ‘She knows we’re going in the wrong direction,’ Adelaide said. She leaned forward and patted the mare’s neck. ‘It’s all right, girl. Not much further.’

The track started to climb again, winding up to the next ridge. Above the wind and the distant roar of the fire, Adelaide caught something else, the faint nicker of a horse. For a moment she thought she’d imagined it but her horse had heard it too. Her ears pricked up and she gave an answering whinny. The other horse replied, closer now.

Adelaide rose in her stirrups, scanning the road ahead. Then she pulled her handkerchief up over her nose and mouth and pressed forward, the horse baulking beneath her, its instinct to flee fire fighting with its training to obey its rider. She put her heels to her horse and it finally broke into a trot and then a canter. Caleb followed, the horses surefooted on the uneven track.

At the top of the ridge, Adelaide drew rein. Danny’s pony stood just off the road, its reins tangled in a fallen tree. Caleb was off his horse in an instant, handing the reins to Adelaide.

The little beast shied back as he approached, whickering in alarm. He held out his hand and made a soft cooing noise. Being well and truly caught, the little horse had no choice but to let him approach. He stroked its nose and whispered in its ear and the pony calmed, allowing him to untangle the reins and lead it over to Adelaide.

‘They can’t be too far,’ Caleb said. ‘I’ll lead the pony.’

The horses put their heads down, ears pinned back as Adelaide and Caleb pushed on into the smoke. Around them the bush came alive with the crashing of wallabies and other small animals escaping the red devil that chased them from the peace and security of their bush homes.

They reached the ridge, the track leading them straight on. Here the smoke grew thicker. She could never turn back but they had reached the point where to go on meant certain death.

Caleb pointed and Adelaide’s heart leaped as the faint shadow of a horse loomed through the smoke coming towards them. She would have put her heels to her own horse if Caleb had not caught her reins. She turned on him, angry words springing to her lips, but he put his finger to the scarf that covered his mouth and shook his head.

‘Slowly, Adelaide,’ he said quietly. ‘We don’t want Barnwell putting spurs to the horse and heading straight back into the fire in the mistaken belief he can reach Aberfeldy.’

They dropped back and Caleb tethered his horse and the pony to a tree branch and slipped down over the ridge, working his way in parallel to the track to come out ahead of Richard.

Adelaide waited until he was out of sight and dismounted from her own beast.

Holding the reins in her left hand, she walked up the track to meet the horse and riders. Lighted embers were falling around them, igniting the dry undergrowth and setting the tops of the gums ablaze and the smoke was making her eyes water.

Richard had Danny in front of him and the horse they rode jittered and fought the restraining hand on its bridle. Like their own beasts, it knew it was in a bad place and wanted to be away from the smoke and burning.

She called Richard’s name and he started, jerking the horse’s head back. He turned so he was side on to her, his eyes going from her to the track northward from where he had come.

‘Mama!’ Danny screamed and started to slide sideways in a bid to dismount, but Richard caught his collar and hauled him back.

Adelaide raised her right hand. ‘Let him go, Richard. The fire will be on us shortly. I don’t particularly care if you kill yourself but you’re not taking my son.’

Richard licked his dry, cracked lips and glanced back in the direction of Aberfeldy again.

‘Stay where you are, and let us pass,’ Richard said. His voice cracked and he coughed as he showed her what he held in his hand—a small pistol. Adelaide took a step and Richard pressed the weapon to Danny’s neck.

‘He’s your son!’ she screamed. ‘What father draws a weapon on his child?’

‘Get out of the way, Adelaide.’

Richard pressed the weapon a little harder into Danny’s flesh and the boy whimpered.

‘Throw that weapon down, Barnwell.’ Caleb stood barely ten feet from Richard, his Colt drawn.

‘Richard!’ Adelaide’s voice rose. ‘We are all going to die if we stay here. For the love of God, let Danny go.’

Richard coughed and looked from Caleb to Adelaide.

‘I’m so sorry, Daniel,’ he said, ‘but I have to go on alone.’

He flung the pistol he held into the bush and let go his grip on Danny. The boy slithered out of his grasp, hitting the ground in a crouch. As Danny ran into his mother’s outstretched arms, Richard kicked his horse. The animal went down on its haunches before springing forward. The sudden movement startled Adelaide’s mare and she jerked the reins from her hands, and turned, following Richard’s horse back in the direction of Maiden’s Creek.

Caleb swore and set off at a run after Richard, Adelaide and Danny following.

As they rounded the bend, the place where Caleb had left the pony and his horse was now empty, the branch to which Caleb had tied their reins broken on the ground.

Caleb swore and grabbed Adelaide’s hand. ‘Got to get down to the river.’

Behind them, the fire roared as it reached the ridge.
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Caleb led them down the track to the river, through the thickening smoke. Every breath had become an effort and his eyes watered. If they could reach the watercourse before the fire, they stood a chance.

But the fire had already outflanked them, leaping the water and surging up the slope ahead of them, cutting off their escape route to Maiden’s’ Creek.

‘Caleb.’ Adelaide sounded hoarse. ‘There are mine workings upstream.’

Desperate wallabies and other wildlife shot from the bush, also looking for respite along the river as Caleb, Adelaide and Danny splashed through the shallow water, making their way upstream to the place where an irregular pile of rocks formed a rough dam. Below the dam, the river course had cut a deeper hole and they tumbled into the cold water. Caleb wrapped Adelaide and Danny in his arms, pulling them down as the fire roared and ranted above them, denied the precious prize of three human lives.

Caleb raised his head, lungs bursting, gasping in the putrid air. Above him the great mountain ash tossed their fiery crowns, but the worst of the firestorm had passed and was racing up the hill in the direction of Maiden’s Creek. He stumbled out of the waterhole and held out a hand to Adelaide and Danny. The three of them stood dripping in the riverbed, as trees and bush on either bank smouldered.

Caleb shook his hair, sending a shower of water into Adelaide’s face. She wiped her eyes and, despite the situation, laughed.

‘I don’t know what you have to laugh about,’ Caleb said. ‘We’re ten miles from Maiden’s Creek with a raging bushfire between us and the town and no horses.’

‘We’re alive,’ Adelaide said.

‘I hope the horses are all right,’ Danny said.

‘Horses know what’s good for them. They’ll have headed straight to their stables,’ Caleb said with more confidence than he felt. Even a horse at full flight would be hard put to outrun that fire. If they had not reached the river in time, they too would be dead.

Danny scrambled onto the shore just as a tree came crashing down, its top still ablaze. Adelaide screamed but Danny had jumped clear. Caleb held out his hand and helped Adelaide to pick a careful way to the dry, tumbled pebbles of the shore.

The boy began pulling at some scrubby bushes above the high-water mark.

‘There’s an old mine here,’ he said. ‘Looks like a rockfall blocking the entrance.’

‘Danny, be careful. It may not be safe. You know what old mines are like,’ Adelaide said as the boy crawled into the opening of the adit.

Danny pulled at the broken rocks to widen the opening to the adit. ‘I think we can get in now,’ he said, turning to the two bedraggled figures behind him. ‘Just one more rock—’ He gave a sharp cry, pulling back his right hand and jumping to his feet.

‘Danny!’ Adelaide screamed as she caught the flick of a dark brown tail disappearing under another pile of rocks.

The boy stood transfixed, his mouth open in a silent scream, his right hand clutched to his chest.

Caleb was by his side. ‘Give me your hand.’

Danny, his eyes wide in horror, complied, and Caleb’s breath stopped at the sight of the two puncture marks, clearly discernible despite the mud that smeared Danny’s hand. He remembered the tiger snake that had attacked his boot and the cold hand of fear tightened around his heart. ‘Did you see it?’ he asked, forcing his voice to remain neutral.

‘Yes. It was a tiger snake,’ Danny said between white lips. ‘Not a big one.’

‘That’s good,’ Caleb said, and helped the boy to the ground. ‘I want you to lie down and be very, very still.’ He looked at Adelaide. She stared back at him, her eyes wide with horror. She knew, they both knew, what the bite of a tiger snake could do to a small boy. He held out his hand to her. ‘Adelaide, your belt, please.’

Adelaide pulled the narrow leather belt from her trousers, bunching the loose fabric in one hand as Caleb wound the leather strap tightly around Danny’s forearm, using a stick to tighten the ligature.

‘A knife,’ he muttered, more to himself.

‘In my satchel,’ Danny said.

Caleb took the bag from around Danny’s shoulders and unbuckled it. The bag contained an assortment of odds and ends, some of which could be useful. He found a length of light rope, a better tourniquet than the belt, which he tossed back to Adelaide.

‘Danny, hold your hand very still. Adelaide, can you help hold it steady?’

He rested Danny’s hand on a large, flat rock and Adelaide held the boy’s wrist. Caleb glanced at her terrified face then opened the knife and made several small cuts over the fang marks. Danny flinched and cried out but his mother held him still. Taking a deep breath, Caleb bent his head and sucked.

Fighting back the nausea at the acrid tang of blood in his mouth, Caleb turned his head and spat. Adelaide released her grip on Danny and ran down to the river, scooping up water in her hat. It tasted of mud and worse but Caleb rinsed his mouth and sucked and spat again. Danny whimpered and jerked his hand back but Adelaide had it held firmly.

‘Good boy. Now I need you to keep very still,’ Caleb said.

Danny complied, his eyes round with fear as Caleb stood up and looked around. The worst of the initial firestorm had passed but, here and there, scrubby bushes and undergrowth still burned. He gathered a pile of dry tinder and ignited it from one of the spot fires. Keeping his back to the boy, he laid the knife in the embers until it glowed red hot.

He turned back to Danny. ‘Now, this is going to hurt,’ he said. ‘Close your eyes real tight and your mother will be holding your good hand.’

Danny stared at him. The boy’s eyes were already unnaturally bright as the poison began to take effect. ‘You’re not going to cut my hand off?’ the boy whimpered.

Caleb allowed himself the luxury of a smile. ‘No. Now close your eyes.’

Danny obeyed, his mouth a thin line and his face screwed up in anticipation.

Caleb drew out the heated knife and without hesitation applied the flat of the blade to the wound.

Danny screamed, bucking against his mother’s grasp. She held him down as Caleb removed the knife, revealing the red raw burn of the cauterisation. Adelaide drew an audible breath and Caleb looked up,

Adelaide’s stricken eyes said the words she could not voice. Don’t let him die.

‘Your scarf, Adelaide.’

She handed him the scarf from around her neck and he took his off too, binding Danny’s hand as best he could.

Danny whimpered, tears making tracks on his dirt- and soot-stained face.

Caleb laid Danny’s hand on the boy’s chest. ‘You hold it right there. Don’t move it. You’ve been very brave, Dan.’

‘I feel sick,’ Danny said.

They carefully rolled him onto his left side and the child was ill, drawing his knees up to his chest. It seemed he’d eaten little all day, and there was not much to throw up.

Adelaide drew the boy’s head onto her lap and propped herself up against a rock. Danny had begun to shiver, despite the heat. Probably a mingling of shock and poison, Caleb thought. He took off his waistcoat and laid it over the boy.

‘How did you know what to do?’ Adelaide asked, her voice rasping with the smoke. ‘Are there snakes in Virginia?’

‘Some, but not real poisonous like these ones. Worst ones I came across were rattlers.’ Caleb ran a hand through his hair. ‘Truth is, before I came here I knew nothing about snake bites, but Bowen left books with detailed notes on treatments he tried.’ He shrugged. ‘If it’s any consolation, it’s only a single strike and it’s not deep, more like a scratch. Some poison got in but, God willing, it won’t kill him. Now I’m going to try something else. Something the Aborigines used to do. You’re going to have to help me, Adelaide.

‘Whatever you need,’ she said.

The rough dam constructed by the miners as a water race had long since been reduced to rubble in the winter floods, but it created a spot where the water ran at a faster pace than the sluggish late summer flow. Caleb gathered Danny in his arms and carried him over to the gentle fall of water, laying him on the sandy river bed to allow the water to flow over him.

Adelaide stood on the bank. ‘What are you doing?’

‘The natives used water immersion to deal with snake bite. I need you to support him, Adelaide. Danny?’

The boy’s eyes fluttered open, unfocused and pain filled. ‘My head hurts,’ he mumbled.’

‘You just lie there. The water will keep you nice and cool.’

Adelaide pulled off her boots and stockings and rolled up her trousers, exposing an expanse of calf and well-turned ankle. She picked her way across the rocks and sat down on a relatively dry rock with Danny’s head in her lap.

The boy’s teeth chattered but Caleb took that as a good sign. If the boy’s body temperature could be kept cool, it would slow the poison racing through his system.

Caleb straightened and looked around at the devastated bush. Here and there the scrub still burned and the blackened, smoking gums were stark against a lowering sky. Ash and burning leaves and embers drifted to the ground and the acrid smell of death and destruction hung in the air. For a moment he wondered how many of the wild creatures had escaped such an inferno. He could hardly blame the snake for striking out at Danny. Fire, more than any of the elements, was feared by all creatures great and small.

He splashed across to the far side of the river and started to climb the bank.

‘Where are you going?’ Adelaide called.

‘I’m just going to the top of the ridge to see if I can make out what the fire is doing. I’ll come back, I promise, but if I think the way to Maiden’s Creek is clear, I’ll go for help.’

‘How long do we have to stay in the water?’

Caleb returned to them, squatted down and checked Danny’s pulse. It raced and despite the cold water, the skin on the boy’s wrist was hot to the touch.

‘The water’s the best place for him.’

As he stood up, Adelaide caught his hand. ‘Don’t leave us.’

He bent and kissed her ash-smudged forehead. ‘I won’t be long.’

With the urgency of the moment passed, Caleb realised how tired he was. He made his way downstream to the place where the Aberfeldy Road crossed the river and trudged up the steep track, contemplating the distance they needed to cover to reach the town.

Annoyingly, the crest of the ridge proved false and he trudged up to a second crest. It afforded no view except an expanse of burning and burned-out bushland so he walked on a bit further.

Rounding a bend, he bent over, catching his breath and with it, the smell of something else: roast meat. He’d already seen the carcasses of wallabies and wombats but this was stronger and, with an urgency to his step, he broke into a trot. Around another corner, he found the large, blackened carcass of what he assumed to be a horse blocking the track. Fighting back nausea and regret, he approached the frightful sight, hoping it was not Shadow.

But there was no way of telling whose horse it had been. If it had been wearing saddle and harness, they had gone, only the bright metal of the fittings, scoured by the blasting heat, glinted from the ash in the late afternoon sun.

Caleb put his hands on his hips and considered the beast. Too large to have been the pony or Adelaide’s mare, he concluded. It was either Shadow or Barnwell’s horse. If it were the latter it begged the question of whether Mr Barnwell himself had escaped the conflagration that engulfed his horse.

He passed the animal and walked on up the track. He didn’t have to go far.

A body lay curled on its right side, almost unidentifiable as once being human, arms over its head in a pitiful attempt to stave off the firestorm that had engulfed it. Gleaming teeth grinned from the blackened skull in a hideous rictus of a smile. It could only be Barnwell.

Caleb whipped the hat from his head as he looked down at the remains of a man who only a few hours before had been living. A horrible way to die and a fate which could so easily have befallen himself and his companions. He clapped his hat back on his head. Barnwell would have to wait. Caleb’s concern was with the living, not the dead.

He found a vantage point further on, still too far away to see Maiden’s Creek, but he could see the fire front moving relentlessly in the direction of the town, driven on by the strong northerly wind, dashing any hope of getting through to the town.

He turned and looked back in the direction of the river and wondered if they may be better served by going north to Aberfeldy … if Aberfeldy still existed.


Thirty-Five

Despite the blasting heat borne on the northerly wind, Adelaide shivered. The cold from the mountain water had begun to seep into her bones. In her arms, Danny alternately sweated and shivered, crying out in pain or struggling to get up. The cold fear that gripped her heart had nothing to do with the water. There could be no life without Danny. Tears dripped off the end of her nose as she stroked her son’s clammy forehead and prayed. But here, trapped in this unrecognisable landscape, God seemed to have entirely forsaken them.

The red, angry sun, previously visible behind scudding black clouds, had sunk beneath the ridge line, casting the valley in shadow before Caleb returned.

‘Sorry,’ he said as he splashed through the water towards them, ‘I had to go further than I intended.’ He crouched down, checking Danny’s pulse and lifting the boy’s eyelids.

Adelaide’s hand tightened on her son’s. ‘He may be in the water, but he’s sweating,’ she said.

‘That’s good. He needs to sweat the venom out.’

Adelaide shivered. ‘I’ve lost the feeling in my toes.’

Caleb scooped a handful of water, dousing his face and head. He slicked back his hair and looked up at the sky. ‘It’ll be dark in an hour or two and the fire’s still between us and town.’ He glanced up the northerly track. ‘How far to Aberfeldy?’

Adelaide shook her head. ‘At least twenty miles.’

Caleb grimaced. ‘Too far to carry the boy. We’ll have to wait here until we can get through to the town.’ He stood up. ‘I’ll see to clearing out that mine adit so at least we’ll have some shelter for the night.’

‘Watch out for snakes,’ Adelaide said.

He gave her a sharp, half-amused smile and sloshed through the water to the far bank.

Adelaide’s stomach rumbled and she realised it had been close to twelve hours since she had eaten. ‘I am trying not to think about the food Netty packed for us,’ she said.

‘Your son has some food in his satchel,’ Caleb said.

As he worked to clear the shelter for them, Adelaide continued her vigil. She noticed something change in the atmosphere, a sudden stillness descending on the river valley in the last of the light. Adelaide looked up at the skeletal trees and frowned.

‘The wind’s dropped,’ she said.

Even as she spoke the wind turned, a southeasterly that ruffled Caleb’s hair, bringing with it a sudden and dramatic drop in the temperature.

Caleb straightened, a rock in his hand and looked around at the now silent bushland. ‘That’s a good thing, isn’t it? It’ll turn the fire back from Maiden’s Creek.’

Their eyes locked in mutual horror. The wind would bring the fire back in their direction. Neither of them could bring themselves to put that fear into words. Caleb swore and threw the rock hard into the river.

‘Let’s get you out of the water and into shelter,’ he said.

He lifted Danny out of the water, hefting him into his arms. The boy hung limp as Caleb carried him across the pebble-strewn watercourse and laid him on the still warm sand in front of the old adit. Adelaide followed, dripping water. She sat down beside her son, shivering as the wind cut through her wet clothes. She pulled her stockings and boots back on and turned her attention back to Danny.

Danny’s eyelids flickered but she saw no recognition in the bright feverish depths and once again the fear she could lose him tore at her. She turned her head away, hoping Caleb didn’t notice the tears that ran down her face.

‘Watch for spiders too,’ Adelaide said as Caleb returned to the task of clearing the adit. ‘We’re not the only animals looking for shelter from the fire. They can kill too.’

He sat back on his heels. ‘Snakes and spiders? What in God’s name brought me to this benighted country?’

She tilted her head to one side. ‘I don’t know. What did bring you?’

She couldn’t see his face but his shoulders tensed beneath the filthy shirt.

‘Do you really want to know?’ he asked quietly.

‘Yes. If we’re going to be honest with each other. You know my dreadful secret, it’s only fair I should know yours.’

For a long moment he said nothing. ‘Very well,’ he said at last. ‘I killed a man.’

The words hung between them.

‘You were a soldier …’ she began.

He turned to look at her, his face twisted into something between a grimace and smile. ‘It was nothing to do with the war.’

‘Are you going to tell me about it?’

He tossed the rock he held away and sat down beside her on the sand, his legs drawn up, his forearms resting on his knees. ‘I drifted west after the war,’ he said. ‘Took whatever work I could find. I was working on a ranch outside San Francisco and life wasn’t too bad. The work was physical but I relished it. Fixing fences and branding cattle was a relief after what I’d been through. I didn’t have responsibility for anyone else’s life.’

‘There was a woman?’ Adelaide said.

He paused. ‘Maria.’

‘Did you love her?’

He glanced at her. ‘Love is a strong word, Adelaide.’ He picked up a stick and began tracing patterns in the sand. ‘No, I didn’t love her, but I was fond of her and she seemed to return the feelings. For a little while, she kept me from my demons.’

He fell silent, the only sounds the rasp of the stick in the sand and the crash of falling timber as the burned trees surrendered their limbs to the freshening wind.

‘Maria died. An earthquake, not even a big one, but the walls of our cabin caved in on her. I tried to save her but …’ He held up his hands as if seeing them for the first time. ‘No skill I possessed could do anything.’

The wind picked up the ash and smouldering embers from the opposite slope and sent them skittering across the river, bringing with it smoke and the roar of approaching flames.

‘The fire’s turned. We need to get into the shelter,’ he said, rising to his feet.

Adelaide shivered, wrapping her arms around her damp shirt. The clothes that had seemed so heavy in the heat of the day now seemed inadequate. With the exception of Caleb’s waistcoat, neither of them wore any clothing that could be spared to make the boy more comfortable. She knew the fickle nature of the weather and never left home unprepared for the worst but in her haste to leave, she had left behind the heavy woollen jacket she always carried strapped to her mare when she came out bush.

Caleb rose to his feet and leaned both hands against the lintel in the adit’s entrance. ‘It goes back a fair way. We should be safe enough but I just need to make sure there are no more unwelcome lodgers.’

He found a sturdy branch with leaves still attached and set it alight using the embers from a smouldering tree. Using the branch as a torch, he ducked into the adit, sweeping it from right to left. The light faded from Adelaide’s view as he progressed.

When he came out, the branch had burned down to a stub.

‘It’s clear and dry,’ he said. ‘Let’s get Danny inside and see what he brought with him to eat. I’ve had nothing since last night.’

They lay Danny on the uneven floor of the cavern and Caleb rifled through the satchel. He handed Adelaide the carefully wrapped food parcel and continued his exploration. He gave a snort of laughter. ‘A candle and tinder,’ he said. ‘The boy thought of everything.’

Adelaide unwrapped the bread and cheese and they shared some of it, leaving a few morsels for the morning.

Food has an uncanny way of making everything seem better, Adelaide thought as she raised Danny’s head to give him the last of the water in the flask, settling him into the shelter using Caleb’s once colourful waistcoat as a pillow.

Danny moaned and curled into a ball. ‘My stomach hurts.’

Caleb put his hand to the boy’s sweat-streaked forehead. ‘The poison’s working through you,’ he said.

‘Make it better,’ Danny whimpered.

‘Nothing I can do till we get you back to your own bed, Danny. I’m sorry.’

‘I’ll refill the water bottle,’ Adelaide said.

It gave her something to do. Sitting and watching her possibly dying child was more than she could bear. She filled the flask from the place where the water ran through the dam then stood watching the far bank. The gloom of the evening had been overlaid with something more sinister. Above the ridge, plumes of smoke rose up into a dark sky as the stiff southerly wind sent embers ahead of the returning fire front.

A hand rested on her shoulder and she looked up at Caleb’s grim face.

‘I didn’t want to say anything in front of the boy,’ he said. ‘Barnwell’s dead.’

It took a moment for Adelaide to comprehend what he was saying. ‘Dead?’

‘I found his body on the track about two miles from here. Looks like he got caught by the fire.’

Adelaide’s stomach clenched. ‘Oh, Caleb, what an awful way to die.’

Caleb’s silence did not refute her comment.

He folded her in his arms and she buried her face against his hard chest.

‘I didn’t want him to die, just to go and leave us alone,’ she murmured, her voice muffled by his shirt, and her grief.

Caleb’s hand cradled the back of her neck and his lips brushed her hair. ‘If it’s any consolation, the smoke probably took him before the flames,’ he said.

‘That’s no consolation.’ She twisted around. The southerly had stiffened, sending rolls of smoke over the ridge. ‘The smoke …’ Her eyes stung and tendrils of the vile vapour caught at the back of her throat making her cough.

She glanced at their rough shelter. ‘It’s going to blow in on us. We’re sitting in a death trap.’

Caleb’s silence confirmed her fears. The flames may not kill them, the smoke would—he had just said as much. The river wouldn’t save them this time.

‘Surely, if the fire is turning back on itself, it will burn out?’ Adelaide said.

Caleb shook his head. ‘We can hope but it won’t if there is enough unburned fuel around us to keep it going.’

‘It’s going to rain,’ she said, her voice rising in panic. ‘It always does. I know this country. I know the weather.’

‘We can only hope,’ Caleb said and added, ‘and pray.’

‘Mama!’ Danny’s cry cut Adelaide to the core. What choice did they have—except prayer.

Smoke had already begun to fill the cave as she hurried back inside. The candle Caleb had left burning cast a ghastly shadow around the space.

Danny rolled onto his side, curled up in a tight ball, screaming.

‘He’s in pain,’ Adelaide sobbed. ‘Do something!’

But she knew there was nothing Caleb could do. She pulled her son into her arms, holding him to her and rocking him as she had done when he was a baby. But the travails of sore teeth were nothing compared to the agues that now racked his limbs. Her tears, unchecked now, fell on her son’s damp hair.
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Caleb could only watch in utter helplessness as Danny writhed and convulsed in his mother’s arms.

If the child died …

He closed his eyes and steadied his breath. Danny had become as much a part of his life as his mother and if Caleb lost Danny, he would lose Adelaide. He realised that whatever happened, he could not lose Adelaide. She had become his rock, his sanity, his reason for living. She had dragged him out of the cold, meaningless vortex into which he had fallen.

Outside, the roar and crash of the returning fire came closer and, despite Caleb’s efforts to cover the mouth of the adit and keep back the smoke, it rolled over the ridge from the approaching blaze into the cavern, creeping in through the gaps in the rocks that he had stacked against the entrance. He sank back against the wall, his hand across his mouth to try and lessen the effect of the smoke but his eyes watered and he coughed. Across from him, Adelaide wept and cooed and rocked her child. Like him, she coughed, turning her face away from the insidious smoke.

‘It’s getting thicker,’ she said, between breaths. ‘Caleb …’

‘I know,’ he said. ‘I think we have run out of options, Adelaide.’

‘Hold me,’ she said. ‘If we’re going to die, let it be together.’

Caleb slid in beside her, putting his arm around her and drawing her to him and trying to put his own body between the woman and child and the entrance to the adit. Anything to block the smoke. She leaned her head against his shoulder as he eased Danny from her grip, laying the boy’s head in the crook of his own arm. The boy’s breathing was faint, his pulse weak and irregular. His pain seemed to have eased but the sweat still ran from him. Caleb drew him in close so their hearts beat as one, willing his own life force into the child.

Held close by both adults, Danny relaxed, falling back into his uneasy sleep.

Adelaide held a hand to her mouth. ‘How long does it take to die of asphyxiation?’ she asked, as if she were asking how long it took to boil an egg.

‘We’ll fall asleep,’ Caleb replied, without much confidence. His experience with victims of smoke inhalation was hardly extensive.

Adelaide coughed again and he tightened his grip around her shoulder. ‘Adelaide,’ he whispered, ‘I want you to know that I love you. You and Danny—you are my world now.’

It had taken him a lifetime to utter those three words, and now it was too late.

‘Thank you, Caleb,’ she said and closed her eyes, her voice barely above a whisper. ‘It is good to be loved. To die in that knowledge—’

A flash of light, followed almost immediately by a crack that shook the earth, jerked them both from their torpor. Adelaide squeaked with alarm, her fingers tightening on his.

‘Just what we need,’ Caleb said. ‘Lightning to start more fires.’ His words were almost drowned out as the earth beneath them shook again with the accompanying thunder. The storm must have been right over them.

They sat listening as the lightning moved away. The earth stilled, the wind dropped and from outside the cave came a new sound, a heavy plop … plop … plop. The humus smell of wet earth rose in the smoke-filled air as the rain came down in sheets, lit by lightning.

Caleb released Adelaide and crawled to the mine entrance, knocking out the wall he had built. When he returned to her side, Adelaide gripped Caleb’s hand and began to laugh. The smoke that only minutes ago had clawed at their throats and eyes slunk out of the cave to be flattened by the torrent beyond, the fires on the hillside above them vanishing in a last sizzle of resistance.

‘It would be ironic if we were to drown,’ Caleb remarked.

‘I hope we are out of here well before the river gets that high,’ Adelaide said.

Another, more distant, arc of lightning illuminated the sky and the bare limbs of the tortured trees on the ridge above them.

‘It’s beautiful,’ she said. ‘So beautiful.’

She relaxed into the circle of his arm. Danny stirred and whimpered but did not wake.

Caleb let his head fall back against the rough rock wall. The crisis had passed but they still had to survive the night and get Danny back to Maiden’s Creek alive.
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As the welcome, steady rain fell, Adelaide shivered and huddled closer against Caleb. ‘You didn’t finish your story,’ she said.

‘Which story?’

‘What happened after Maria died?’

‘Ah,’ Caleb said. ‘I left the ranch and drifted into San Francisco, where I made ends meet doing handyman work and gambling.’

‘But you could have been a doctor?’

Caleb shrugged. ‘I’d stopped thinking of myself as a doctor long before then. I’d endured the battles, the field surgery, but in the end Elmira broke me. Men were dying around me but there were no supplies, no anaesthetics, nothing. Nothing I could do. When they let me go, I went back to Virginia to visit my father’s grave. The farm had gone to some Northener. I swore then and there I was never going back and I headed west.’

Across the wide Missouri …

‘A new life?’ Her fingers tightened on his. An assurance that she understood, and he thought that she may well be the one person in the world who did appreciate what he had been through. Scarred by war, his faith in everything he believed in destroyed, it had not been a life, just an existence.

‘God alone knows I’ve done things I’m not proud of, Adelaide. I told you about Elmira. What I didn’t say was I stole food, and that is as low as you can get.’

He had told the guards he’d been stealing food for one of his patients. The truth had been far less palatable. He’d been stealing food to keep himself alive.

‘And if you’d died, what hope did the sick men in your care have?’

‘That’s never sat well with me, Adelaide.’ He took a deep, shuddering breath. ‘Then there’s the matter of the man I killed in San Francisco.’

Adelaide’s fingers tightened on his. ‘You killed a man?’

‘The ghosts of those men I couldn’t save in Elmira had followed me west and I took to drinking and gambling to keep them away. Blood runs high after a night of drinking and I got into a game with a one-eyed soldier who’d fought for the North.’

‘How did you know he fought for the North?’

‘Damn Yankee still wore his hat, but he was no better than I. When I started to win, he called me a Dirty Johnny Reb. I accused him of being a deserter and he took offence at that and drew his gun on me. He got a shot off that missed me by half an inch and he would have fired again but I got in first, and I didn’t miss.’

‘It was self-defence,’ she said with such certainty that he laughed.

‘Do you have an answer for everything, Adelaide? I suppose it was self-defence, but I had my doubts whether the law would look kindly on me and I wanted no more of prisons. So, I judged it to be in the interests of my health to leave San Francisco and the first boat sailing that night brought me to Melbourne.’ He chuckled. ‘To be honest with you, I’d never even heard of Melbourne.’

Danny stirred and cried out. Caleb checked the boy’s pulse and shook his head. ‘He should be home in his bed with proper bandaging and Netty’s broth,’ he said.

‘He’s still alive and that is you, your skill as a doctor. Have faith in yourself, Caleb. We could have died here, tonight. The same horrible death that took Richard, and I wouldn’t want to die without telling you how very much I love you. I meant every word I said. I cannot imagine my life without you.’ In the light of the candle, her eyes blazed with the ferocity of the bushfire.

That word, that one word he had never uttered in his life, hung on the heavy air between them. Love. When he thought they would die he had told her he loved her.

‘Adelaide—’

‘It’s all right, Caleb. If you said what you did just to make dying easier, that’s fine, but don’t give me hope when there is none.’

‘No, you mistake me, Adelaide. I meant what I said. I didn’t think I was worthy of your love—of any woman’s love. You know the worst about me and yet …’

She laughed, a musical sound. ‘It’s because I know the very worst about you. Don’t you see that? You know the worst about me. I am a fallen woman, and a liar.’

He took her chin gently between his thumb and forefinger and tilted her face up. ‘You are none of those things, Adelaide. You were an innocent child, seduced by a man who knew damn well what he was doing—who wanted only one thing from you: your father’s fortune. You have fought for your son every day of your life and if that means you had to invent an imaginary past, no one can blame you for that.’

He leaned in so close their foreheads touched and her soft breath caressed his cheek.

‘Adelaide,’ he murmured. ‘I have loved you since I first saw you defending Lil’s girls in the post office. You will always fight for the lost cause and God knows, I am a lost cause.’


Thirty-Six

17 February 1872

They must have slept.

Caleb stirred first, realising that he had lost all feeling in his left hand. He gently extricated his arm from behind Adelaide and bit his lip in agony as the blood started to flow again to his fingers.

Danny lay across their laps, ominously still. In the dark, Caleb groped for the pulse in the boy’s throat. At first he could feel nothing. He adjusted his touch and released his breath in a whoosh as he felt the weak but regular beat of the boy’s heart. He still lived. Every hour that passed must surely be a good sign. He gently lifted the sleeping boy off them, laying him on the ground with the waistcoat under his head. Danny stirred and curled onto his side but did not wake.

Caleb’s movement woke Adelaide, who groaned and straightened, stretching her own cramped arms above her head.

‘Danny?’ she whispered.

‘He’s still with us, Adelaide.’

She bent and kissed her son’s face. ‘He feels cooler. Is the fever broken?’

Caleb chose his words carefully. ‘I don’t know enough about snake bites to say, Adelaide. Let’s see what the morning brings.’

‘What is the time?’

‘No idea. It’s still raining.’

A cold wind blew scuds of rain into their shelter and beyond the entrance, the world that yesterday had been alive with fire and terror had gone completely black. Only the stench of water-soaked ash gave any indication of the torture the bush had endured.

Adelaide crawled to the entrance and stood up, turning her face to the rain and stretching and twisting her stiff limbs. The rain drove her back inside and Caleb drew her in beside him, burying his face in her damp, smoke-scented hair. She turned her face to his and they kissed, losing themselves in each other for a few moments before reality had to be faced.

Neither could sleep again and they sat at the entrance to the adit looking out into the dark, burned night.

As the first grey streaks lightened the sky, Danny woke and called out for his mother. Adelaide reached him first.

‘Good morning,’ she said. ‘How are you feeling?’

Danny swallowed. ‘I’m thirsty,’ he said and frowned. ‘My head hurts and my stomach and my arm.’

Caleb checked the boy’s pulse, relieved to find it weak but steady. ‘I’m sorry everything hurts,’ he said, ‘but it will be light soon and then we can look at getting you home to your own bed.’

Adelaide raised her son up to let him drink from the flask.

Danny pushed the flask away and looked at the lightening sky beyond the mine entrance. ‘Is the fire out?’

‘We think so,’ Adelaide said. ‘It’s been raining most of the night.’

Danny’s face screwed up and tears glistened on his eyelashes. ‘I told him I wanted to go back. He said I’d been with my mother too long and when we got back to England, he’d teach me how to be a man.’

Caleb’s fingers clenched and he kept his unChristian thoughts about Barnwell’s suitability to be a father to himself.

‘You’re with us now,’ Adelaide said. ‘Do you want something to eat?’

Danny shook his head and curled up on the floor. When they were satisfied the boy was asleep once more, Caleb and Adelaide ate the last of the bread and cheese as the sun rose on a blackened landscape.

Caleb brushed the crumbs from his filthy shirt and stood up. ‘Come outside for a minute, Adelaide,’ he said.

He looked down into Adelaide’s face. She had runnels down her dirt- and ash-smeared cheeks where she had wept for her son, her brown eyes reddened from the smoke and sunk in dark circles. He wiped at a smudge of soot across her cheekbone with his thumb but only succeeded in smearing it further.

He cupped her face in his hands, running his thumbs along the line of her jaw. ‘We survived, Adelaide.’

She smiled, a tight-lipped, humourless smile. ‘We did. I think God and his angels were watching over us. By rights we should never have outrun that fire. Unlike poor Richard.’

Privately, Caleb had no sympathy for Richard Barnwell. He’d left them to die and had got his just reward.

‘Do I look as bad as you?’ he asked.

‘Worse.’ She scuffed at the whiskers on his chin.

He hunkered down by the river and washed his face as best he could, then ran the cold water through his hair. She joined him, letting her long, dishevelled plait of hair loose and rebraiding it. He watched her deft fingers working and thought he would never tire of watching her.

When he was satisfied that he looked the best he could in the circumstances, he stood, mindful of his stiff, sore muscles.

‘I’m going for help,’ he said and glanced back at the cave. ‘I think Danny is on the improve.’ He did a rough calculation in his head. ‘It will be late morning before I get to town and then I have to find some transport for Dan. It could be a long day for you, Adelaide.’

She nodded. ‘We’ll be here. Go now, Caleb.’

The river had risen with the rain. Caleb waded across, his boots slipping on the rocks. He paused on the other side to wave to Adelaide, who stood at the entrance to the mine, her arms crossed, watching him on his way.

The absolute silence of the bush overwhelmed him as he climbed up the track. No birds, no rustle of trees. Nothing. The fire had laid waste to the hillsides, countless wildlife dead in the ashes, the trees reaching skeletal black limbs to the sky. His feet chafed in his damp boots and the sting of rising blisters reminded him that he still had miles to walk.

He passed the charred body of Richard Barnwell and his horse, giving them only a passing glance. Despite the horrific way he had died, Caleb only felt rage for the man. Adelaide was too forgiving.

He’d been walking for a couple of hours when he heard low voices and the clink of harnesses. Ignoring his blistered feet, he began to run. As he reached the top of a rise, he stopped, his hands on his knees, catching his breath as three riders breasted the next ridge, coming towards him.

He recognised the broad shoulders and long stirrups of Amos Burrell, the slouch of the bushman, Mick, and the proper English riding seat of Will Penrose.

Mick saw him first. Then Penrose pulled his hat from his head and waved, kicking his horse into a faster pace up the hill towards Caleb, followed by the other two.

Amos and Penrose left their mounts to join Caleb on the ground, slapping his back in a fraternal embrace.

‘Geez, we thought we were looking for your corpse,’ Amos said. ‘Sones said three of the ’orses got back last night, a bit singed but otherwise uninjured. That’s when we knew something bad ’ad ’appened to you.’

‘Mrs Greaves and the boy?’ Mick, as always, had few words.

‘They’re safe. We were saved by an abandoned mine adit down by the river but the boy got bitten by a snake. He’s in a bad way.’ Caleb glanced back the way he had come. ‘I need to get him into town as soon as possible.’

‘Crikey! A snake!’ Amos said. ‘What about that mad English bastard?’

‘He’s dead. You’ll find his body a few miles up the road. He got caught by the fire.’

Penrose and Amos glanced at each other. ‘What do you want to do?’ Penrose asked

‘I’ll keep going on foot,’ Caleb said. ‘I think between the three of you, you’ll be able to bring in Adelaide and Dan. I don’t want to risk leaving the boy out in the bush while you head back into town.’

‘There’s some big trees down across the road into town,’ Penrose said. ‘A wagon won’t be getting through any time soon.’

‘Did the fire reach the town?’

Amos nodded. ‘It got within a few ’undred yards of the Chinese gardens and we thought we were goners, but the wind bloody changed, didn’t it.’

‘Anyone hurt?’

‘A few burns in town but the worry is about the outlying mines like Blue Sailor and Victoria. A party’s gone out there this morning,’ Penrose said.

Caleb nodded. If there were significant injuries, he would be needed.

‘Go and bring in my girl,’ Caleb said. ‘You’ll find me in town.’

Mick dismounted and handed Caleb the reins to his horse. ‘Take him,’ he said. ‘You’re dead on your feet, doc. The walk back to town will do me good.’

Caleb didn’t argue. He thanked Mick and swung into the saddle.

The other men remounted. Amos touched his fingers to his hat and kicked his horse forward. Caleb watched them until they were out of sight, then turned the horse’s head towards Maiden’s Creek.
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Adelaide shivered and drew Danny closer into her, hoping to instil some warmth in him. She had lived in this country long enough now not to be surprised by the ferocity with which the weather could change. Yesterday the temperature had soared well over a century with the hot, dry northerly fanning the furious flames of fire. Today it had plummeted, bringing with it scudding rain and a wind that came from the South Pole.

No birds sang, there were no leaves to rustle in the breeze. The fire’s destruction had been absolute and the silence that hung in the air, punctuated only by falling timber, was unearthly.

‘Cooee!’ the bushman’s cry reverberated around the silent valley, the first sound of life she had heard since Caleb left. She started, causing Danny to stir.

‘Mama?’ he murmured.

‘I do believe that may be help,’ she said. ‘You’ve done so well, Danny. We’ll be home soon.’

She crawled out of the mine and ran down the river bank to the place where the track crossed the river, waving and almost jumping up and down in her excitement at seeing the two familiar figures riding towards her.

Penrose and Amos sloshed across the river. Then they were off their horses and, all propriety forgotten, she flung her arms around them and kissed them in turn.

‘We met Hunt on the track. He’s taken Mick’s horse and gone on into town. Mick’s following him back on foot. Now where’s the lad?’ Penrose said.

Adelaide led them to the mine and Amos carried Danny out. ‘I’ll take the boy,’ he said. ‘Mrs Greaves, do you mind riding up behind Mr Penrose?’

They helped Amos to settle Danny in front of him on his big horse. He cradled the lad in his right arm, leaving his left free to hold the reins and guide the horse. Penrose pulled Adelaide up behind him, a manoeuvre she would never have accomplished in skirts.

‘Is the town all right?’ she asked as they set out.

‘It is. Came close though,’ Amos said. He glanced at her. ‘I think you should look away, Mrs Greaves.’

‘Why? Oh—’ Adelaide peered around Penrose and caught a glimpse of a large blackened object on the track ahead of them. ‘Is that …?’

‘That’s a horse,’ Penrose said. ‘The body’s just ahead. Look away, it’s not a pretty sight.’

Adelaide turned her head and pressed her cheek into Penrose’s reassuringly warm and solid back as tears pricked the back of her eyes. Richard had been venal and self-interested but he did not deserve to die such a hideous death.

‘We’ll organise the undertaker to deal with ’im,’ Amos said in his matter-of-fact tone. ‘If ’e’s the only death, then we did well.’

They rode in silence through the devastated landscape. Now the drama had passed, exhaustion caught up with Adelaide. Her limbs had turned to lead. Her fingers, numb from gripping Penrose’s belt, had no strength and she slumped against his back, hardly able to keep her eyes open. He shifted in the saddle, causing her to start awake.

‘If you fall asleep, Adelaide, you’re going to slide off the horse,’ he warned.

But as they crested the last ridge and Maiden’s Creek came into view, the gentle movement of the horse had begun to lull her into semiconsciousness. She had only the vaguest recollection of the ride down the main street of Maiden’s Creek, of the cheers of the townspeople. Only the cessation of movement jerked her fully awake and she registered that they had stopped outside the post office.

‘Adelaide.’

She raised her head and smiled at Caleb’s filthy, unshaven face. She slid from the back of Penrose’s sturdy gelding into Caleb’s arms. She put her arms around his neck and leaned her head against his chest, breathing in the odour of smoke and unwashed male.

He carried her into the house and lay her on the day bed in the parlour.

‘Take the boy through to his bedroom,’ she heard him say.

‘I must—’ Adelaide started to rise but he pushed her back.

‘There’s nothing useful you can do. Leave him to Netty and I.’

‘He needs me.’

‘I only need Netty. You’ve done enough.’

Netty’s familiar round face came into view. ‘You just lie quiet. Sissy, where’s that tea?’

‘Sissy?’ Adelaide murmured. ‘What’s she doing here?

‘I’m here to help,’ the girl said. ‘You’ll feel better after this.’

Adelaide pulled herself up and drank the tea down in one gulp. Sissy handed her another cup and a tray bearing a plate with a large slice of egg and bacon pie.

Revived by the food, Adelaide stood up and limped over to Danny’s bedroom door. Her son lay propped up on the pillows, his face too grimy to check his pallor, but he turned to look at her. His eyes seemed sunken into his skull and gleamed unnaturally brightly, but a shaky smile caught the corners of his mouth.

Netty stood at Caleb’s elbow, holding a basin in one hand and bandages in the other.

Caleb did not look up. ‘You should be resting.’

‘Never underestimate the restorative power of tea,’ she said. ‘Are you hungry, Danny?’

‘A bit.’

Netty set the basin down on the chest of drawers. ‘First we’re going to give you a proper wash and get you into your nightshirt, young man. I’m going to have to change those sheets,’ she said. She looked up at Adelaide. ‘As for you …’

Caleb straightened. ‘There you go, Danny, all bandaged up. I’m afraid you’re going to have an interesting scar on your hand.’

‘It hurts,’ Danny complained.

‘Anything else?’

‘My arm and my stomach.’ His mouth turned down.

Caleb looked at Netty. ‘Try a little broth and see if he can keep it down.’

Netty rolled up her sleeves. ‘Now, my lad, let’s see to you.’

Danny pulled a face. Caleb hustled Adelaide away from the door and into the kitchen, where Sissy stood by the stove stirring a pot of something that smelled good.

She looked around as they entered. Adelaide’s stomach jolted at the sight of the blackened eye, split lip and other bruises along cheekbone and jawline that marred Sissy’s pretty face.

‘How’s the boy?’

Caleb shrugged. ‘I think he’s on the mend, but his system has taken a beating from that snake.’ From his pocket, he pulled a small blue bottle, which he set on the table. ‘Laudanum,’ he said, addressing Adelaide. ‘When he’s washed and fed and settled, give him a teaspoon. It will help with the pain and allow his body to rest.’

‘Sit down and eat. The soup’s just about done.’

Caleb shook his head. ‘I can’t stay. I’m afraid Danny is not my only patient. I left Posy at the surgery bandaging burns.’

Adelaide laid her hand on his forearm. ‘Caleb, you’re exhausted and filthy. You need to rest.’

He smiled and bent his head to drop a kiss on her forehead, a butterfly touch, nothing more, yet it sent a tremor through her body. His fingers brushed her cheek. ‘I’ll rest when I have time,’ he said.

The door closed behind him and Sissy ladled some broth into a bowl and set it down in front of her. ‘I’ll put some water on and draw you a bath,’ she said.

‘Sissy, you don’t have to—’

‘Yes, I do. You’ve always been kind to me, Adelaide, when others in this town have passed judgement. There’s not much I can do to repay you, so let me do this.’

‘Who hurt you?’ Adelaide asked, already knowing the answer.

Sissy touched her eye. ‘Your friend, Barnwell,’ she said. ‘It could have been worse, if Caleb hadn’t stopped him from hitting me again.’

So it was true, all the time he had been courting her, Richard had been availing himself of the services offered by Lil’s girls. She touched her own lip, still sore from where he had cut it with his unloving kiss.

‘He wasn’t worthy of you,’ Sissy said, her eyes bright with anger. ‘You’ve a good man in Caleb Hunt. Don’t let him go again.’

Adelaide shook her head. ‘When you’re looking at death, you tend to say things you’d never say normally. I have probably made a complete fool of myself.’

‘It doesn’t mean it’s not the truth,’ Sissy said, hauling a heavy pot of water onto the stove. ‘When you’re both rested and you know Danny is out of danger, that will be your time.’

Adelaide nodded and laid her head on her arms. For now, she just wanted to sleep.


Thirty-Seven

A line of a dozen men waited for Caleb outside his surgery. Like Caleb himself, they were red eyed with smoke and exhaustion and they exchanged sympathetic words and relief at Caleb’s deliverance from the fire. Their injuries were not bad, mostly minor burns and in one case, a broken arm, and Posy had done an excellent job treating the less serious injuries, applying a viscous ointment from a large pot.

Caleb picked the pot up and sniffed. ‘Honey?’

Posy stuck out her chin. ‘My mam swore by honey,’ she said.

Caleb could think of a dozen worse treatments he had heard over the years. If honey did the job, who was he to argue?

A couple of men with more serious injuries had been brought in from the Blue Sailor settlement. The fire had come through too quickly for everyone to get away and three men had died. The rest had managed to shelter in the mine but not before they had been hit with falling debris. The mine’s entire infrastructure had burned to the ground.

Oldroyd offered up one of the upstairs rooms as a temporary hospital and Caleb delegated Posy to nurse them. The girl had an aptitude for the work; he’d seen the way she’d dealt with Mrs Murray and he wondered what he could do to encourage her skills. That was something to look into when the world returned to normal, whatever that looked like.

He sat in his office writing up his log. The words jumped on the page, his exhausted eyes unable to focus. He covered his face with his hands and groaned aloud.

‘That does it. You’re coming with me.’

He peered through his fingers. Sissy stood in the doorway, her hands on her hips.

‘Can’t,’ he mumbled.

‘Yes, you can. The girls sent me to get you.’

‘The girls?’

‘You need a bath and a proper feed.’

‘Here you go, Sissy.’ Posy appeared and handed her a pile of clothes.

‘This way, doctor,’ Sissy ordered.

Recognising he was outnumbered, Caleb dragged his weary, blistered feet up the road to Lil’s Place where the girls had set up a washtub in the kitchen.

‘No argument,’ Lil said, pointing at the bath. ‘You stink.’

‘If you need someone to scrub your back,’ Nell offered.

‘None of that,’ Lil scolded. ‘Out, all of you. Leave Caleb in peace.’

Washed, shaved, dressed in clean clothes and fed, Caleb’s exhaustion was temporarily stalled. He thanked Lil and her girls and returned to the post office to check on Danny.

Netty let him in, putting her finger to her lips. Adelaide lay curled up on the day bed, a rug over her legs. She had managed to wash and change into one of her dreary gowns, but her hair was loose, cascading over the embroidered cushion in damp waves.

Caleb hunkered down beside her and smiled as he looked at her peaceful face. Her eyelids were almost translucent with her exhaustion. A wayward lock of hair fell across her cheek. With a gentle finger he pushed it back, his hand hovering over the thick mane. He longed to wind his fingers in her hair and draw those gently parted lips to his. He had never loved her so much as he did at that moment.

Adelaide murmured but did not wake. He rose to his feet and glanced towards the kitchen door, where Netty stood watching him. She shook her head and smiled. With a last look at Adelaide, he joined Netty in the kitchen.

‘I’ve come to see Danny. Any change?’

‘Took a bit of soup this evening but threw it right back up. Says his head and stomach hurts and he’s still feverish.’ She turned her worried gaze up to him. ‘He will be all right, won’t he?’

Caleb wished he could assure her.

She turned to the stove. ‘I’ve some stew here if you’re hungry?’

Caleb shook his head. ‘Thank you, but no, I’ve eaten.’

Netty’s eyes narrowed and her mouth pursed into a prim line. ‘Those girls up at Lil’s looked after you, did they?’

He could hardly deny it.

‘That Sissy,’ Netty said. ‘She’s a good girl at heart, for all her whoring ways.’

‘Some girls don’t have many choices in life, Netty,’ Caleb reminded her.

Netty sat down at the table with a plate of stew. ‘I know that,’ she said. ‘I just hate to see her and Mr Penrose breaking their hearts.’

Caleb left her to her supper and looked in on Danny. What he observed worried him. The boy tossed in his sleep, his hair clinging to a face damp with sweat. Caleb picked up a cloth that had been set on the nightstand and wiped Danny’s face. The boy’s eyes flickered open but looked at Caleb without seeing him. He resumed his fevered tossing.

Caleb returned to the kitchen. Netty stood quite still, staring at the back door.

‘There. Did you hear it?’ she said.

Caleb stopped and listened, hearing a scratching at the kitchen door. He threw the door open.

‘Doctor?’ A shrouded figure came out of the gloom and in the light from the kitchen he recognised Lin.

‘Lin. Are you looking for me? Is someone hurt?’

Lin shook her head. ‘I heard the boy had been bitten by a snake,’ she said. ‘I come to help.’

Caleb stood aside as Lin entered the warm kitchen.

She looked around the room. ‘Mrs Greaves?’

‘She is asleep. What do you think you can do?’ Caleb asked.

‘So many bad snakes in this country. I bring you this.’ With both hands, she held out a small package, wrapped in brown paper, tied with string and sealed with a blob of wax.

Caleb took the packet and turned it over. ‘What is it?’

‘It is Chinese medicine for snake bite. You must put in very hot water and let it be for half an hour and then feed it to the child.’

Caleb frowned. ‘What’s in it?’

‘That I do not know. When one of us goes to Melbourne, we visit the Chinese doctor and ask for medicine. Last year, Boon was bitten by tiger snake and we gave him this.’

‘Boon?’ The nominal leader of the Chinese who tended the market garden seemed hale and hearty enough. Caleb nodded and closed his fingers over the packet. He would try anything. ‘Thank you, Lin. I’ll give it to the boy.’

Lin ducked her head. ‘I must go now. We will light incense for the boy’s recovery.’

Caleb saw the woman to the door and turned back to Netty. ‘Put the kettle on.’

Netty scowled. ‘You’re not really going to give him that foreign muck are you?’

‘Why not? I’ve nothing else and I’m damned if I’m going to inject him with ammonia, which is the best idea Western medicine has come up with.’

Muttering, Netty turned back to the stove, setting the heavy kettle down with a bang.

The two of them stared at the bowl of what looked like sticks, leaves and dried fungi as it steeped in the middle of the kitchen table.

‘On your head be it,’ Netty said.

Caleb narrowed his eyes. ‘That is exactly right. On my head it is.’

They fed the brew to the boy in sips. He complained about the taste but took it and, mercifully, kept it down.

Danny had a small collection of books on a shelf above his chest of drawers. Caleb searched the titles and pulled out Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland.

‘Good book?’ he asked Danny.

Danny’s face crumpled. ‘Uncle Richard gave it to me,’ he said.

Caleb set the book back on the shelf.

‘No,’ Danny said. ‘Can you read it to me?’

‘Of course.’

Caleb pulled up a chair beside the bed and opened the book. It smelled of leather and ink, the unread pages crackling to his touch. He turned the book over. ‘Are you sure you want this story?’

Danny pulled the sheet up and nodded and Caleb began: ‘Alice was beginning to get very tired of sitting by her sister on the bank, and of having nothing to do: once or twice she had peeped into the book her sister was reading, but it had no pictures or conversations in it, “and what is the use of a book,” thought Alice, “without pictures or conversations?”’
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A golden light flickered and danced and, for a moment, Adelaide thought she was back in the cave with the fire licking around them, but as her vision cleared, the flame resolved itself into a single candle burned almost down to the holder in the middle of the table. Her table in her parlour.

She rolled onto her back and stretched her stiff limbs. She set her bare feet on the floor and padded across to the clock on the mantel. The hands sat at twenty minutes past twelve. She had slept for at least six hours. The house and the town were silent except for the distant thump of the mine battery. Not even near annihilation in a conflagration would stop the mine workings.

Danny.

With her heart thumping against her chest so hard she thought it would burst through, she pushed open the door to Danny’s room. The lamp on the nightstand had been turned down low and Caleb slept in a chair beside the bed, his feet propped up on the bed and his head against the wall, a book open on the floor beside him.

Danny lay curled on his side, facing Caleb, so still …

She reached over, laying her hand on the boy’s forehead. Cool but warm enough and Danny’s chest rose and fell in a gentle, untroubled rhythm. She got to her knees beside the bed and buried her head in her arms, her prayers of thankfulness fervent.

The chair scraped and she looked up as Caleb took his feet off the bed. He leaned forward and picked up Danny’s wrist. His face remained impassive and unreadable. Then he set the boy’s hand down and looked up at her. A slow smile caught the corners of his mouth and he nodded.

Adelaide let out her breath.

‘I could do with a cup of tea,’ he whispered.

In the kitchen, Netty dozed in a chair beside the stove. She lurched awake, looking from one to the other with fearful eyes.

‘I think it worked,’ Caleb told Netty. ‘He’s sleeping peacefully. Fever’s gone and his pulse is normal.’

Netty clasped her hands to her chest and turned her gaze to the ceiling. ‘Praise the Lord.’

‘What worked?’ Adelaide said.

Caleb glanced at a bowl on the table that seemed to be full of damp leaves and sticks. ‘Mick’s friend, Lin, gave us some Chinese medicine.’

Anger flared in Adelaide’s chest. ‘Why didn’t you wake me? It wasn’t your decision to make—’ She stopped herself. ‘You think that’s what did it?’

Caleb shrugged. ‘I don’t think we’ll ever know for sure, but I was willing to try anything.’ He sat at the table and covered his face with his hands, dragging them down his cheeks as he said, ‘I can tell you now, I didn’t think the boy would see morning.’

Adelaide sat, trying to comprehend what Caleb had just said. She had been so certain that once Danny was home and in his own bed, all would be well.

‘I couldn’t have borne it …’ she said.

Caleb laid a hand over hers. He turned it over, his thumb caressing the soft skin at her wrist.

‘Neither could I. That boy means the world to me.’ He paused. ‘Adelaide, you’ll have to tell him the truth about Richard—all of it.’

A cold, sick feeling roiled in Adelaide’s guts. She stood up and paced the kitchen. ‘Will he hate me? I have lied to him all his life.’

‘But for the right reasons,’ Netty interposed. She clapped her hands. ‘Caleb Hunt, time for you to find your own bed and as for you Adelaide Greaves …’ She frowned. ‘That doesn’t sound right all of a sudden. The “Greaves” that is.’

‘As far as the world is concerned,’ Adelaide said, ‘I am still Adelaide Greaves. No one else need know the truth.’

Caleb pushed himself up from the table. Now the worst had passed, he looked grey with exhaustion.

She laid her hands on his chest. ‘Caleb. How do I even begin to thank you?’

He shook his head. ‘You don’t, Adelaide. I’m going home.’ He took her hands in his and kissed her fingertips. ‘Tomorrow is a new day.’

‘Tomorrow is today,’ Netty snapped. ‘Both of you be gone. I’ll sit with the lad.’

The kitchen door shut behind Caleb and Netty regarded Adelaide with a baleful eye. ‘And to think you nearly gave it all up to marry that useless bastard.’

Adelaide placed a kiss on Netty’s cheek. ‘What would I do without your ruthless honesty, dear Netty? Goodnight.’


Thirty-Eight

Maiden’s Creek

18 February 1872

Danny woke to church bells and the sound of rain beating against the window. He lay quite still with his eyes shut, trying to remember how he came to be back in his own bed, but he could dredge up little beyond agreeing to go on a hunt for bushranger’s gold with Uncle Richard. He screwed his eyes tight, stricken by the wickedness of playing truant from school and not telling his mother what he planned to do. She must have been terribly worried.

There had been a bushfire and he hadn’t wanted to go on, but Uncle Richard had taken hold of his pony’s reins and dragged him into the smoke and confusion. He’d been so afraid. He stifled a sob and a hand touched his shoulder. Danny opened his eyes to find himself looking up into a familiar, friendly face. Caleb.

Caleb had been there. Caleb had saved him from the fire, from Uncle Richard and … and—why did his arm hurt?

‘Good morning, Dan, you’re back with us,’ Caleb said and his soft drawl had never sounded so welcome.

‘Have I been somewhere?’ Danny managed.

Caleb’s eyes creased in the corners as he smiled. ‘I reckon you’ve been on quite a journey, young man.’

‘My arm hurts,’ Danny grumbled, then thought for a moment, ‘and I’m very hungry.’

Caleb stood up. He loomed over Danny. ‘Netty will be right glad to hear that,’ he said.

Danny tried to pull himself up in the bed but he didn’t seem to have any strength.

‘Let me help you.’ Caleb repositioned the pillows and lifted Danny into a sitting position, from where he surveyed his room. The smell of baking bread drifted from the kitchen and he could hear Netty singing to herself. It was all so comforting that he wanted to cry.

‘Where’s Mama?’ he asked in a small voice. ‘Has she gone to church?’

‘No, she’s still asleep,’ Caleb said. ‘I’ll just go and tell Netty that she has one hungry young man to feed.’

He returned a short time later followed by Netty carrying a tray with a mug of tea and a plate laden with slices of freshly baked bread dripping with butter and jam. Caleb pulled up the chair beside him and while Danny ate, he turned the pages of the Cole’s Funny Picture Book.

‘This sure is a strange book,’ he said.

‘Uncle Richard gave it to me,’ Danny said and a strange lump caught in his throat. ‘I don’t understand … Did he want to kill me?’

Caleb cleared his throat. ‘No,’ he said.

‘But he had a gun. He …’ Danny lifted his good hand and pointed it at his head.

‘He would never have hurt you, Danny.’

‘But you said no one should ever point a gun at another person, even if it’s unloaded.’

‘That’s right. What he did was wrong, but he was scared. We were all scared.’

Danny tried to imagine Caleb being scared of anything, but the memory of that confrontation on the track had begun to take form out of the swirling smoke. Uncle Richard pointing a gun at him and Mama standing in the middle of the track, screaming something … and Caleb with his revolver.

Danny looked up at Caleb. ‘What did Mama mean when she told Uncle Richard I was his son?’

Caleb stared at him. He coughed and pushed back his chair.

‘That’s a conversation to have with your mother,’ Caleb said. ‘Adelaide?’

Danny turned his head. Mama stood in the doorway, one hand resting on the frame.

It seemed odd to see Mama wearing nothing but her nightdress, her hair in a loose braid, falling over her shoulder, in the presence of anyone, let alone Caleb. She and Caleb were looking at each other in a very strange way.

Caleb stood up. ‘I’ll leave you and you mother to have a talk,’ he said. ‘Perhaps Netty can make us some tea.’

‘You hate tea,’ Danny said.

‘I sure do, but no one here can make coffee, so tea it is,’ Caleb said.

As he passed Mama, she put her hand on his arm. They looked at each other in that odd way again, as if they were talking without speaking. Mama stood aside to let him pass and half-shut the door behind her.

She perched on the edge of his bed and felt his forehead. She nodded to herself and picked up his left hand and kissed it. ‘Are you truly feeling better?’

Danny nodded. ‘My head and tummy don’t hurt any more. I just feel a little tired.’ He bit his lip. ‘I’m sorry, Mama. I shouldn’t have gone without telling you. Uncle Richard said we were going to look for bushranger’s gold.’

Mama shook her head and her voice sounded shaky as she said, ‘I’m not cross. I’m really not. You’re safe now and that’s all that matters.’

‘What about Uncle Richard?’

She took a deep breath. ‘He’s dead, Danny. I’m afraid he got caught by the fire.’

Danny considered that news and decided that Uncle Richard being dead came as something of a relief.

‘He wanted to kill me,’ he said.

‘I think he was very frightened.’

‘That’s what Caleb said.’ Danny summoned up the question he had asked Caleb. ‘What did you mean when you said I was his son?’

Mama shivered as if suddenly very cold. She covered his hand with both of hers. ‘I have always told you to be honest, Danny, and never to tell lies, but I am guilty of telling you the biggest lie of all. Richard Barnwell was your father and he wanted very much for us all to go back to England with him and be a proper family.’

He jerked his hand free from his mother’s grasp.

‘But—but—you weren’t married,’ he blurted. ‘Does that mean I’m a—I’m a … bastard.’ The last word came out as barely a whisper.

He remembered a woman with a baby coming into the post office. When she had transacted her business, the other women had tutted and shaken their heads and called the child ‘a poor, fatherless bastard’. He’d asked his mother what that meant and she had said that the child’s parents had not been properly married.

Is that what he was? A poor, fatherless bastard? Except he had a father. A father who had come back into his life and who had wanted to marry his mother. Would that have meant he would have no longer been a bastard? But Uncle Richard had held a gun to him. He had left him to die in the bushfire. He didn’t want to be a poor, fatherless bastard but he certainly didn’t want to know that the father he had idolised had been Richard Barnwell.

‘Whatever he did, it will never take away from the fact he was your father and I should have told you the truth. I will swear on the Bible, I truly believed Richard was dead,’ she said. ‘I believed he had drowned at sea, just as I told you but everything else I’ve done, every lie I told, was to protect you and give you a chance at a good life.’

Danny looked away. ‘I don’t think he was a good man, Mama.’

‘Danny, I’m sorry,’ Mama said.

He slid down in the bed and rolled onto his side with his back to his mother. A mistake, as his sore arm complained about being laid on.

‘I’m tired,’ he said.

Her fingers brushed the hair from his forehead. He ignored her and pretended to be asleep.
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Caleb, leaning against the wall outside Danny’s bedroom door, let out a breath as the boy said, ‘I’m tired,’ in a strangled tone.

The door opened and Adelaide left the room, her hand lingering on the handle as she quietly closed the door behind her. She started as Caleb pushed away from the wall.

‘You heard?’ she whispered.

He nodded.

She walked past him into the kitchen and leaned her hands on the table, her hair escaping from the loose braid at the nape of her neck and tumbling around her face. ‘He hates me,’ she said.

Caleb hesitated before placing his hands on her shoulders. She seemed oblivious to the fact she wore only a light cotton nightdress and it had slipped, leaving her right shoulder exposed. Her skin quivered beneath his fingers and he took a ragged breath.

‘He doesn’t hate you,’ he said. ‘Give him time, Adelaide. The past few weeks have been confusing for him. He’ll work it out.’

She shook her head. ‘I wish I had your confidence.’

He ran his thumb up the side of her neck, expecting her to push him aside. When she didn’t move, he bent his head and kissed her shoulder, letting his lips follow the path made by his thumb until he reached her ear. She leaned her head to one side as he buried his face in her hair. Despite the wash, it still smelled faintly of smoke and he breathed in the scent of burning gums, remembering the moment when they thought they would die.

He wanted her—all of her. His whole body ached for her but he knew now was not the time. Not on the kitchen table, with Netty and the boy on the other side of the door.

Adelaide turned in his arms, nestling her head against his chest. ‘It’s such a mess,’ she murmured. ‘What if the town finds out?’

‘They’ll be lighting firebrands and brandishing pitchforks,’ he replied.

She looked up at him. ‘This isn’t funny.’

‘I never said it was.’ He ran his thumb along her cheekbone, his heart twisting as he looked into her troubled eyes. ‘We can make it right, Adelaide.’

‘How?’

‘You could marry me.’ The words came out in a rush.

Her eyes widened. ‘Marry you? Why would you want to marry me? You, more than anyone, know I am soiled goods.’

The harsh words cut him.

‘Well, that makes two of us.’ He cupped her face in his hands. ‘Do you think I give a damn about Richard Barnwell and your precious reputation, Adelaide? We may have only known each other a short while, but we know more about each other than we could have learned in a whole lifetime. You know every Godawful secret I have carried and you—you have nothing in this world to be ashamed of. You were taken advantage of by a rogue who knew damn well what he was doing. The best thing your father ever did was to tell him you were dead because, Goddamn it, Adelaide, you have brought up a wonderful son and been everything that boy could ever want. You have made a life for him that will make him an amazing man.’

Her lips curved into a smile and she raised a hand to touch his cheek. ‘Caleb Hunt, that is a lot of blasphemous words.’

He smiled back at her. ‘I know. But I meant the first part with all my heart. I would like to marry you, Adelaide, and be a father to Danny.’

When she didn’t answer, the hope that had burned so bright in him began to fade. He released her and took a step back.

‘I spoke out of turn. I’m sorry, Adelaide. I better go now, I have patients.’

Her hand shot out and seized the front of his waistcoat. ‘Caleb, you mistake me.’

He relaxed beneath her iron grip and waited.

Her eyes burned into his soul, beyond flesh and bone to the man beneath.

‘Yes,’ she said at last. ‘Yes, but not because I want you to make things right for me. Say the words, Caleb.’

He swallowed and bent his head towards hers. ‘Words,’ he whispered. ‘Three words, Adelaide. The hardest words in the world to say and yet you make it so easy.’ He took a breath. ‘I am so in love with you that it hurts.’ To emphasise his point, he laid his hand on his chest, the fingers clenching the fabric of his shirt.

She sagged in his grasp, as if her knees could no longer support her weight, and he caught her, holding her to him, as if the warmth of her body could ease the ache in his heart.

‘And I love you so much it hurts,’ she whispered.

Her lips parted and, with a shuddering breath, they kissed with a force that sent bolts of lightning shooting through his body. She pressed against him as he slid the flimsy nightgown from her shoulders, letting himself drown in the sweet taste of her mouth.

It took a monumental effort to break away, to step back, his body aching with desire. ‘Not here.’ His breath came in gasps as if he had been running. ‘I’m not Richard Barnwell. I said I would make it right for you, and I will.’

She pulled her nightgown back over her shoulders and ran a hand across her mouth, as she cast a glance at the door to Netty’s bedroom.

‘Go,’ she said, her voice as ragged as his. ‘We will talk later.’

He picked up his hat from where he had left it on the kitchen table beside a half-drunk cup of tea he had been toying with while he had talked to Netty only a short time earlier.

‘Patients,’ he said. ‘I have patients.’

At the door he stopped to snatch a last kiss, hearing Adelaide’s soft laugh as she shut the door behind him.
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Adelaide sat at the kitchen table, resting her elbows on the scrubbed wooden surface. Every nerve in her body still tingled and she touched her lips. They sang at the memory of Caleb’s kiss. She closed her eyes and drew a deep breath, as if the scent of the man still lingered over the smell of recently baked bread. A bubble of pure happiness gathered in her chest and spilled over in a gurgle of laughter. She laid her head on her arms and let the warmth of the moment run through her.

A door creaked open and she straightened, biting her lip to retain a straight face as a bleary-eyed Netty peered at her from beneath dishevelled hair.

‘Are you all right?’ Netty croaked.

‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you,’ Adelaide said.

Netty squinted at the kitchen clock. ‘It’s ten in the morning and you’re not even dressed,’ she chided.

‘I know. It’s shameful.’

‘What’s got into you?’ Netty cast an anxious look in the direction of Danny’s room. ‘Is Danny all right?’

‘Danny’s as well as can be expected. He’s sleeping.’ She stood and pushed her wayward hair behind her ear, sobered by the thought of how close she had come to losing her son. How she still might have lost him.

‘I must thank Lin,’ Adelaide said, picking up the basin that still sat on the table. She lifted it to her nose and sniffed, pulling a face. ‘How did you get Danny to drink this?’

‘He was too sick to protest.’ Netty shrugged. ‘And don’t try to change the subject. Something’s happened …’

Adelaide grasped her friend by the arms. ‘Netty, am I mad? Despite everything, do you think I really can marry the man I love?’

Netty stared at her. ‘You mean Caleb?’

Adelaide dropped her hands. ‘Of course I mean Caleb. If it wasn’t for him, I would have gone with Richard. I would have believed his lies and his blandishments when all the time it was about money.’

‘Has it occurred to you, Adelaide, that you are a wealthy woman?’ Netty enquired with a studied tone.

Adelaide thought about the true implications of the solicitor’s letter. ‘Yes, I suppose I am. Danny can go to school in Melbourne …’ No more long hours as a postmistress, no more Maiden’s Creek. They could move to Melbourne, live in a nice house. The possibilities began to stretch out before her … Except …

As the realisation washed over her, all the fears and insecurities that dogged her all her life came back. She turned away, running her hands through her disordered hair before turning back to face her friend. ‘Netty, how can I be sure? What if Caleb only wants me for the money?’

‘Take it from me, Caleb has had a fancy for you long before Richard Barnwell turned up,’ Netty said with barely concealed anger. ‘He loves you for who you are, not for who your father was and the money that’s waiting for you and the lad. He would take you in rags.’ Netty sniffed. ‘I should give you a good shake to bring you to your senses.’

‘Forgive me, I’m just tired.’ Adelaide dashed away a tear that trickled unbidden from her eye. A tear of happiness or just a relief from all the tension?

Netty folded her in her arms. ‘You’ve been to hell and back in the last few days. Give yourself a bit of time. Remember, Danny’s only with us today because of Caleb. He’s saved the lad’s life twice. If there’s going to be a third time, you’ll want to hope it is Caleb by your side. It’s yourself you shouldn’t doubt, Adelaide. Now go and make yourself respectable. You’re still our postmistress. There’s folks anxious for news and Sergeant Maidment has urgent telegrams to send to Melbourne.’

Adelaide took a deep, steadying breath and, pausing only to check that Danny was still sleeping peacefully, she donned her sombre dress, scraped her hair back in a tight bun and opened the door to the post office, once again the respectable, if slightly battered, widow Greaves.


Thirty-Nine

At the Britannia, Caleb found Posy waiting for him.

‘Thank heavens,’ she said, all but tugging at his sleeve. ‘The men from Blue Sailor just brought in a new patient. He’s bad, doctor.’

‘Where is he?’

‘They’ve put him in the parlour. Yorkie’s none too pleased, but they didn’t want to move him any further.’

Caleb rolled up his sleeves and collected his bag from the surgery.

At the door to the parlour he paused, recognising the odour of burned flesh mingling with the dusky scent of smoke. He’d had his fill of burn injuries in the war. Guns exploded, burning buildings … it never ended well. The human body simply didn’t cope with fire.

The miners who’d brought the man stood by the door, hats in hand.

‘Where’d you find him?’ Caleb asked, glancing at the blackened body lying on one of Yorkie’s tables, covered in a blanket.

‘He stumbled into the camp before first light this morning.’ The man shook his head. ‘He’s bad, doc.’

‘Did he say anything?’

‘Just that he got caught in the fire and hid in a hole. Probably a wombat hole.’

Caleb slapped the man on the shoulder. ‘Go and get some rest. You look done in.’

The miner handed Caleb the singed remains of a heavy woollen jacket. ‘He was carrying this. Would’ve been better if he’d been wearing it.’

Posy already waited at the table beside the man with a bowl of water and clean cloths.

Caleb set the jacket to one side, washed his hands with carbolic and forced himself to look down at the patient. The face, which gives a man his humanity, had been scorched by the fire, and his hair burned away leaving only raw, red scalp.

A cursory examination told him all he needed to know. The burns the man had suffered were extensive and deep. The man’s eyes opened, scarlet slashes in the ravaged face, and Caleb drew a ragged breath, his suspicions confirmed.

‘Did you think I was dead?’ Richard Barnwell whispered.

Caleb looked up at Posy. ‘Leave us, Posy.’

The girl frowned. ‘But—’

‘I’ll call you when I need you.’

The door clicked behind Posy and Caleb turned back to the dying man. ‘You may not be dead yet, Barnwell, but you will be. There’s nothing I can do to save you.’

‘I know that.’

Finding the vial of morphine and the syringe busied Caleb’s hands and calmed his mind.

Barnwell’s eyes followed every movement, the blue of those eyes, so like Danny’s, already dimming. ‘You can ease my way,’ he said.

Caleb stopped and looked down at him. ‘All I can do is ease your suffering in this world. It’s for God to ease your way to the next.’ He flicked the syringe and administered the drug, watching the pain fade from the Barnwell’s features.

‘Bloody horse threw me. I lost my way in the smoke … the rest you know …’

Barnwell closed his eyes as the morphine began to take effect. ‘I want to see her, Hunt. Adelaide … I want to tell her I’m sorry.’ The bloodshot eyes opened again and the man’s clawlike hand grabbed at Caleb’s sleeve. ‘Would you do that for me?’

‘Why should I do anything for you? If you were not already dying I would summon the police sergeant and have you charged with kidnap and attempted murder.’ He leaned into the dying man. ‘You held a weapon to your own child. I hope you believe in a forgiving God because no judge here on earth would let you walk free.’

Barnwell made a choking noise and Caleb gently eased the man’s head into a better position.

‘I am going to summon my nurse and we will do our best to dress the burns and make you comfortable. As to whether Adelaide wants to see you, that is her decision not mine.’
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A single candle lit the small bedroom on the first floor of the Britannia Hotel, where Richard Barnwell had been placed away from the less seriously injured. Outside, a cool wind tossed the burned trees and the moon cast a thin, cold light over the silent, slumbering valley. Even the stampers had stopped at midnight in respect for the Sabbath.

Adelaide stood at the door, allowing her eyes to adjust to the dim light and to the smell of carbolic and burned flesh.

Caleb sat on a hard chair beside the bed, his sleeves rolled up, his forearms resting on his knees, his gaze fixed on his patient. He looked up and, seeing her, rose to his feet with a weariness that made him look twice his age.

‘I didn’t think you’d come,’ he said.

Adelaide swallowed. ‘I was needed at the post office,’ she said. ‘And then …’

And then?

She had sat beside her sleeping son for a long time, wrestling with her conscience and with her God. Forgiveness had been a tenet of her faith all her life, but it seemed she had been called upon to forgive in circumstances where forgiveness came with a price.

She found her voice. ‘How long has he got?’

Caleb glanced at the man on the bed covered by only an old sheet, his face and body heavily bandaged. ‘He won’t see morning,’ he said.

Adelaide stretched out a hand and Caleb took it, guiding her to the chair he had vacated.

‘I’ll leave you,’ he said.

She turned to him. ‘No, don’t leave me alone with him. I want you to hear whatever it is he has to say to me.’

Caleb nodded and retreated to a dark corner of the room where he leaned against the wall, his arms folded.

Swallowing her revulsion, Adelaide bent over Richard, her nose catching the stench of burned, rotting flesh. ‘You wanted to see me, Richard?’

The man stirred and his eyes, almost lost in the bandaging, opened. ‘Thank you,’ he whispered. ‘How’s Daniel?’

Adelaide glanced at Caleb. ‘Have you told him?’

Caleb shook his head.

‘When you left us …’ She took a steadying breath and began again. ‘We could have died, but mercifully we found shelter down by the river. Daniel—your son, the boy you held a weapon to—was bitten by a tiger snake. He almost died but I am pleased to say he is recovering.’

Barnwell made a gurgling noise that could have been a sob. ‘He … he … is a fine boy, Addy. A credit to you. I’m sorry for what happened up there.’

‘It is easy to feel regret in retrospect, Richard. But this is not about what happened out there. I’m here for one reason,’ Adelaide said, her resolve strengthening. ‘I want to know why you seduced me. What was it you wanted?’

‘That’s … the easy question,’ Richard whispered. ‘When you are a youngest son with gambling debts to pay … an heiress is a beautiful thing … but I knew your father had designs on … more suitable matches for you. So it seemed the only … way to get to your fortune was through your virtue … I had hoped someone might find us … in that blasted conservatory. Your reputation would have been … at stake and I would have been forced … to marry you. I didn’t mean for you to get pregnant.’ He took a painful breath and closed his eyes.

Adelaide waited. She had all night and no wish to make this easy for him.

‘When I got back … and your father told me you were dead … all my plans … Had to flee the country to escape the debts. Went to India, like I said … made a complete hash of it there. Your father’s letter … I couldn’t believe what he told me. You … alive … with a son … my son. And then … I knew if I could only persuade you to marry me … like you should have done, I could pay the debts … we could start a new life. You … me … Daniel.’

A silence descended on the room, broken only when someone in a nearby room coughed.

Adelaide let out a deep breath. ‘I’ve changed, Richard.’

He opened his eyes again and turned his head on the pillow to look at her. ‘You have changed. You are a stronger person than I am, Addy.’ His eyes closed. ‘I’m sorry. Sorry … for everything …’

Adelaide gently laid her hand over his. ‘There is a part of me that will never forgive you for threatening my—our—son’s life but I have had time to think and I realise that I must thank you. Thank you for saving me from a pointless existence. Without you, I would have no Daniel. Without you, I would have married some stiff-necked English earl who would have consigned me to tea in a drawing room for the rest of my life. You gave me something I could never have achieved on my own. You gave me my freedom.’

The fingers beneath her hand shifted. ‘There’s one last thing,’ he said. ‘Your father … in my pocket book … letters … money too. Solicitor arranged a bank draft.’ His back arched and he cried out in pain. Adelaide glanced around at Caleb who shook his head. When the spasm passed, Richard whispered. ‘Forgive me, Adelaide … for everything.’

‘You want forgiveness, Richard, then I give it to you. Go in peace.’

She stood and, with a quick glance at Caleb indicating for him to follow, she left the room.

‘What did he mean about a pocket book?’ she asked when they stood in the darkened corridor.

Caleb shrugged. ‘He had a jacket with him. It’s about the only bit of clothing he had still in one piece. Ask Posy.’

Posy gave her the singed and filthy article of clothing. In the inside pocket she found a leather pocket book, untouched by the fire. Adelaide turned it over in her hand but could not bring herself to open it. It could wait till the bright, light of day.

As she walked away from the Britannia, Adelaide raised her eyes to the clear sky above her, the stars brighter than she had ever seen them. She had worn mourning for her old life for long enough. She would never wear black again.

Tomorrow she would wear a bright colour.

Tomorrow her new life would begin.


Forty

19 February 1872

Adelaide sat at the table in her parlour, staring at the contents of Richard’s pocket book spread out before her: several papers and envelopes and a large handful of pound notes. With shaking fingers she withdrew the letters from their envelopes. Apart from the original of the letter Sissy had copied, she found a banker’s draft addressed to the manager of the Bank of Victoria in Melbourne, requesting that Miss Adelaide Lewis be paid the sum of five hundred pounds—an enormous sum, particularly to someone whose hard work over years had resulted in fifty pounds in savings.

There remained one final document. The seal on the envelope had been broken, presumably by Barnwell, but Adelaide knew the hand that had written her name on the front of the envelope. Her father.

She picked it up and turned it over several times before finding the courage to draw out the folded paper. She recognised the embossed letterhead of Oldham House. It was dated 8 August 1871. Her father must have been close to death but his hand still held a familiar force and, for a long moment, the words written in the black ink he favoured danced in front of her eyes before resolving into a short note.

My dearest Adelaide,

When you read this I will have passed to my maker and I go with the greatest regret that we will never meet again. When you first left my house, I was filled with rage, and discovering the shameful circumstances in which you took this step, my rage only increased. Despite knowing your whereabouts in the years that have passed, I fuelled my anger towards you.

But as my days are numbered, I see now the folly of not offering you forgiveness and allowing myself the honour of knowing my only grandson. I have made provision for you both in my will, and you and young Daniel will want for nothing in the years to come. I have been an unloving parent whose coldness drove my only child away and denied me the comfort of your presence in these, my last months. It is too much to ask for your forgiveness, only that in the years to come you think kindly of me.

Your father

Daniel Lewis

A sharp knock on the door made her start. She wiped her eyes and opened the door to Caleb. He stepped into the room and closed the door behind him.

Adelaide held her breath for a long moment before she found the strength she needed.

‘He’s dead?’

He nodded. ‘Just before daybreak. Reverend Johnson was with him at the end.’ He shrugged. ‘In my heart I hope he found some peace.’ He glanced at the papers on the table. ‘Is that what Barnwell was carrying around with him?’

Adelaide nodded and handed him her father’s letter. He read it through and set it back on the table without comment. He held out a hand and Adelaide came to him, grateful for the solace he offered, solace that needed no words, just the comfort of human touch.

‘You look exhausted,’ she said, running her hand along his unshaven cheek.

‘Can’t rightly remember the last time I slept in my own bed,’ he agreed, releasing her and raising a hand to his whiskers. ‘You, on the other hand, look … different.’

Adelaide smiled and touched the soft curls that framed her face. Before she had gone to bed, Netty had tied her hair in rags, just as she used to do when Adelaide was a girl. The simple blue sprig cotton dress she wore had been lingering in the bottom of a trunk since she had left England. It had been made when fashion dictated much wider skirts so Netty had pinned the fabric up behind her in a makeshift bustle. It would do for the time being.

She smoothed down the skirts. ‘It’s a young girl’s dress,’ she said. ‘I’m not that girl any more.’

‘It looks lovely—you look lovely,’ he said and a rush of joy surged through her. Perhaps she was still that young girl after all.

His gaze did not move from her face. ‘We have to talk, Adelaide.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I need to know if you want to go back to England? Make a proper English gentleman of Dan?’

‘Why, would I—’ Adelaide began. ‘Oh, my father’s will, you mean. I am not going to let him control my life from the grave and why would I go back to England? My heart is here.’ She laid a hand on his chest and repeated, ‘Here.’

He caught her hand and pressed it to his lips. His mouth curled in a smile as he drew her to him. ‘Adelaide …’ he repeated, so softly she could hardly hear it.

She twisted in his embrace, turning her face to his. His fingers meshed in her hair, causing pins to drop to the floor in a succession of soft pings. As his lips touched hers, flesh and bone dissolved, leaving only a delicious warmth that rushed through her from the top of her head to her toes. She drank in the sweet taste of him, like a traveller on a long journey coming across a well. Her body ached in ways she barely remembered, if she remembered at all. The wanton, forgotten Adelaide yearned for him.

‘Mama!’

Danny’s voice cut her heart like a knife and she jumped away from Caleb as if he were a tiger snake, her hand flying to her unruly hair.

Her son stood in the doorway clad only in his nightshirt, his bandaged right hand clutching the door frame, his eyes wide with what she could only assume was horror.

Caleb coughed and straightened. ‘Daniel, I have something real important to ask you,’ he said.

Danny looked up at him and frowned.

‘Daniel, would you consent to me marrying your mother?’

Danny looked from one to the other. ‘I think,’ he said at last. ‘That would be a good idea—on one condition.’

‘What would that be?’ Adelaide asked.

‘That I could take your name too, Caleb,’ Danny said. ‘Greaves is not my name. I don’t know what my name is.’

‘I would be honoured,’ Caleb said, inclining his head, ‘but it’s for your mother to agree.’

He looked at Adelaide who smiled. ‘I would like that,’ she said.

‘Master Daniel Hunt it shall be,’ Caleb said.

‘Good. When are you getting married?’

Adelaide glanced at Caleb and pushed the hair back from her face. ‘I don’t know. As soon as possible, I suppose … unless …?’

Caleb took her hand. ‘There’s no “unless” I can think of.’ He turned her to face him, and bent to kiss her again, softly and chastely on the lips. ‘As soon as possible suits me just fine.’

‘Will we leave Maiden’s Creek?’ Danny asked.

Caleb glanced at Adelaide and his fingers clasped hers, the action hidden by her voluminous skirts. ‘We’ve got a lot of talking to do … the three of us,’ Caleb said. ‘Now, how about you go back to your bed and I’ll come and have a look at your hand in a minute or two.’

Danny looked from one to the other. ‘Are you going to kiss again?’

‘Probably,’ Caleb said.

Danny sniffed and stalked out of the room with as much dignity as a boy in a nightshirt could manage.

Adelaide folded her father’s letter and restored it to the envelope. ‘I don’t want to go back to England and you’d hate it.’

‘I know I would. But there’s no reason to stay in Maiden’s Creek. Adelaide, I have long had a mind to buy a farm and settle to the land again. My father would have liked that.’

‘Conversations for another day, when you are less tired. But can I ask you one last thing?’ Adelaide straightened. ‘What will be done with Richard’s body?’

Caleb shook his head. ‘I’ve no idea. He’s at the undertaker’s now.’

Adelaide folded the banknotes from Richard’s pocket book and handed them to him. ‘There should be sufficient here to see to the cost of a decent burial and a simple memorial stone.’

Caleb nodded. ‘I’ll ask Osborne Russell to write to his folks back in England. No need for them to know anything about you or me. Now I better see to the lad and then—’

‘And then you are going to lie down on that day bed and have a sleep while I return to my duties,’ Adelaide said.


Forty-One

21 February 1872

Caleb turned away from the cemetery where Richard Barnwell had been interred. He and Adelaide had been the only people beside the lonely grave besides Reverend Johnson. A sad end to a sad life, Caleb thought as he stood looking down at the raw wood of Richard Barnwell’s coffin.

He left Adelaide at the post office so he could return to check on the burns victims still lodging at the Britannia and those requiring attention at his surgery. There he found Will Penrose waiting for him.

‘Can you spare me a couple of minutes?’ Penrose asked, glancing at the crowded bench of patients waiting on the verandah. ‘It’s important.’

Caleb made his apologies to his patients and ushered Penrose into the front bar of the Britannia where they found a seat in a quiet corner. ‘What’s so important?’

Penrose grinned. ‘Close your eyes and hold out your hand.’

Caleb obliged and Penrose dropped a small rock into the palm.

It took a moment to realise what he held. The weight alone should have told him. He opened his eyes. ‘Gold.’

‘Your gold,’ Penrose said. ‘The assayer’s been through the extra samples I took in the new year and reckons the reef could return in excess of three ounces per ton. Do you know what that means?’

When Caleb didn’t answer, Penrose continued, ‘You have a viable claim. The investors will flock to it.’

Caleb hefted a heavy sigh and held up the small nugget of gold.

‘Enough for a ring,’ Penrose said, with a knowing arch of his eyebrow.

Caleb’s fingers curled around the nugget and he stowed it in his waistcoat pocket. ‘You’ve heard?’

‘There are no secrets in this town. You should know that.’

‘Hunt?’ The few patrons of the Britannia scattered as the tall police sergeant entered.

Caleb stood up. ‘Is there a problem, Maidment?’

‘Beer, please, Oldroyd.’ Unbidden, Maidment sat down at their table and removed his helmet. ‘Hope you don’t mind if I join you?’ The sergeant looked from one to the other as Yorkie Oldroyd set a glass down in front of him. He downed it without drawing breath and wiped his hand across his mouth. ‘It’s been a hell of a few days,’ he said. ‘In the middle of everything I forgot to tell you some news I picked up in Melbourne, Hunt.’

‘To do with Bowen?’

‘No, that other matter. That mad Irishman, Hannigan.’

‘I’d forgotten about him,’ Caleb said. His business with Hannigan now belonged to another time, another world.

‘Well, he’s dead. Found at the bottom of a mine shaft near the Creswick diggings with a broken neck. Local constables reckoned he was drunk and fell in.’

Caleb raised his eyebrows at the unspoke “but”.

Maidment shrugged. ‘Seems like the O’Riley brothers had got into a fight with him a few nights earlier. They’ve vanished off the goldfield. Word is they’ve gone north to Queensland. Either way, you’re out of luck in getting your equipment back.’

Caleb shrugged. ‘Thanks for letting me know.’ Maidment stood up and clapped his helmet on his head. ‘I didn’t mean to interrupt you, gentlemen. Just thought you’d be interested.’

‘Before you go, Maidment,’ Penrose said, ‘do they know who the poor soul on the track might have been?’

‘There’s nothing to identify him. We think it was a prospector who was working the gullies beyond Blue Sailor, called himself Ivan the Russian.’ He shrugged. ‘It’s the nature of the goldfields.’

Caleb and Penrose waited until the policeman left the now nearly empty bar.

‘So, what do you intend to do about the mine now, Hunt?’ Penrose asked.

Caleb touched his waistcoat pocket where the little nugget weighed heavily. ‘I guess I need to put some capital together and get this mine going. What’s your advice, Penrose?’

‘The good news is you can go down from the top and follow the reef without the need to construct an adit—at least not for a while.’ Penrose paused. ‘I have some money saved. I would like to put it into the mine … if you’ll have me as a partner.’

Caleb looked at his friend. ‘Penrose, you need every penny.’

‘But I have faith in the Shenandoah. Sometimes you have to take a risk, Hunt, and I am prepared to take a risk on this.’

Caleb nodded. ‘I can’t think of anyone better qualified to bring into this enterprise. Adelaide and I are going down to Melbourne on tomorrow’s coach. We’ve some legal matters to sort out. Let’s talk when I get back.’

The two men clasped hands and Caleb retired to his surgery.

Caleb stood at the surgery window, watching as Penrose crossed the road, returning to his uncle’s mine. He pulled out the little nugget of gold and turned it over in his fingers.

Enough for a ring, Penrose had said.


Forty-Two

Melbourne

23 February 1872

Caleb tugged at his best, but decidedly shabby, scarlet and gold waistcoat and Adelaide tightened her grip on his arm. She had reverted to her best black dress trimmed with jet beads but it was sadly outmoded and frayed around the hem. Adelaide had insisted they stay at the Menzies Hotel over Caleb’s protestations about the expense and now he wondered if she regretted that decision. They did not suit the rarefied atmosphere of Melbourne’s best hotel with its pristine white linen, gold-trimmed plasterwork and waiters with silver platters moving on silent feet.

The maître d’ of the Menzies’ dining room looked the hotel’s two guests up and down, his waxed moustache twitching with disapproval as he led them to a table in a dark corner near the kitchen. As they passed, the other diners, mostly dressed in evening dress or something very close, hid smiles behind hands or turned their attention to their soup bowls.

‘I feel like a country hick come to town,’ Caleb muttered after the waiter had swept the large linen napkins from the table and placed them across their knees.

Adelaide smiled, reaching across the table for his hand. ‘You are,’ she said. ‘Tomorrow we will visit the lawyer and I will see to cashing the banker’s draft. Then we’ll go shopping. We both need new clothes and there is an excellent gentleman’s outfitters in Collins Street.’

They gave their orders to the waiter and as the man glided away, Caleb took a breath and coughed. On the long uncomfortable coach ride from Shady Creek he had been brooding on this strange new situation he found himself in and he had concluded that if they were to be wed, he believed they needed to be honest from the start.

‘Adelaide, a man has his pride and just because it is my extraordinary good fortune that you have consented to be my wife, I need to make one thing plain between us. I don’t want to be a kept man. I’ve always made my own way in this world without being beholden to anyone.’

Adelaide’s eyes widened. ‘Oh, Caleb, I hadn’t thought you would see it like that.’

‘To be honest, I hadn’t really thought about it before, but my pa believed husband and wife were equal partners in a marriage.’

The waiter approached and set down the soup plates with a gesture of disdain that caused the consommé in Caleb’s dish to slop. He bit his tongue to stop the rebuke that rose in his chest. He didn’t need to lash out at the waiter when his own demons were to blame for his annoyance.

‘I don’t know what to say,’ Adelaide said as she picked up her soup spoon. ‘I thought it would be wonderful to have you to myself in a lovely hotel, away from Maiden’s Creek, and to have the money to buy new clothes.’ She laughed but with a tinge of sadness. ‘I had a fanciful notion of strolling the block with you beside me.’

‘And I’m spoiling it?’ Caleb said. He caught her hand. ‘I’m sorry, it’s just that I’m real uncomfortable with this new role I find myself in. If what that lawyer said in his letter is right, it’s your money, your inheritance, but I’m to be the one to control it? I truly hate that, Adelaide. I don’t want to be your trustee. I want to be your equal partner.’

‘Unfortunately, despite what he might have said, my father is dictating from the grave how things will be, Caleb, but even if you are the one with the ultimate decision-making power, maybe we can make the decisions together. For example, I’ve been thinking about the Shenandoah,’ Adelaide said. ‘You do realise we now have the capital to invest in it?’

Caleb stared at her. The thought hadn’t occurred to him. ‘Penrose says it’s got good prospects,’ he said slowly, ‘but high returns means high risk, Adelaide.’

‘But if Penrose is willing to invest in it, he must have faith that it will do well. How much do you need to raise to get it going?’

‘Penrose says we’ll need three thousand pounds.’

Adelaide gasped. ‘That’s a large amount.’

‘It’s an expensive proposition. We are proposing we float a company with sixty shares at fifty pounds each.’

Adelaide hesitated, fiddling with one of the spoons. ‘Assuming we can release that money from father’s estate—and we won’t know that until the lawyers in London have finalised everything—would it work if I were to put up the initial capital? I would give you fifty-one per cent of the shareholding.’ When Caleb opened his mouth to protest, she added, ‘Consider it my wedding gift to you.’

He nodded. ‘What about the other forty-nine per cent?’

‘I will retain that, subject to whatever Penrose can contribute and if he agrees to manage the mine, part-payment could be by way of shares.’

Caleb studied the woman across the table from him, dressed in her austere and outmoded black dress. Her eyes shone in the gaslights and he had never loved her so much.

‘Partners?’ she said.

He smiled. ‘Partners,’ he agreed. ‘Enough talk of business matters. Nothing we can’t discuss with the lawyer tomorrow. We are here, by ourselves, and just this once, I am prepared to swallow my pride and allow you the pleasure of entertaining me. Let’s get ourselves some fancy clothes, stroll the block, whatever that is, go to the theatre, go dancing. Whatever you like—a kind of honeymoon before the wedding.’

Colour rose in Adelaide’s cheeks and she dropped the spoon she had been fiddling with on the floor.
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27 February 1872

Adelaide stood in front of the long mirror in her hotel room and fingered the soft ivory silk organza of the elegant peignoir that had been delivered to the hotel. The other purchases, ordered from the finest shops in Melbourne—bonnets and stockings, petticoats and ribbons, and presents for Netty and Danny—were thrown higgledy-piggledy on a bed she had no intention of sleeping in that night.

She turned to view her reflection from a different angle, shaking the lacy ruffles at her wrists to hide her work-worn hands. She had never owned anything so beautiful, or so risqué. The matching silk nightdress, visible beneath the sheer material, shimmered in the light. She shook out her hair, letting the long, dark tresses fall down her back. Audacity? Recklessness? Wantoness? All these words bounced through her mind.

‘Once a fallen woman, always a fallen woman,’ she mused aloud and, with a soft whisper of silk ruffles, turned for the door.

Her heart beat a tattoo as she crossed the carpeted corridor to the room opposite hers. As she stopped before the solid, unyielding polished cedar door of Room 12, the butterflies in her stomach rose in a rabble. She took a shuddering breath and rapped lightly on the door. When Caleb didn’t respond, she knocked again, louder.

This time she heard the floorboards creak as he crossed the room. The key turned in the lock and Caleb stood in the doorway, his shirt undone and a towel around his shoulders, his hair, properly barbered on their first morning in Melbourne, sticking up damply as if he had been rubbing it dry when he had been disturbed.

He looked her up and down, swallowed and stepped to one side to allow her to enter. ‘Is there a problem, Adelaide?’

‘No,’ she said, surprised by the huskiness in her voice. ‘No. May I come in?’

He stood aside, then closed the door behind her. He whipped the towel from around his shoulders, tossing it in the general vicinity of the washstand and stood facing her, running his fingers through his damp hair, which only had the effect of making it stick up more. Even in the thoroughly respectable newly purchased shirt and trousers, Caleb still seemed a wild thing and she wanted him. How she wanted him … She stood in the centre of his spacious room, the peignoir falling in graceful folds around her body, revelling as his gaze travelled from her head to the bare toes that peeped from beneath the silk flounces.

‘Adelaide … I don’t recognise you,’ he said at last.

A qualm caught at Adelaide’s confidence. When she had rehearsed this scene in her mind, it had not begun like this.

‘On the first night we were here, Caleb, you said this was our “honeymoon before the wedding”. Unless you have changed your mind about wedding me on our return to Maiden’s Creek …’

He smiled. ‘No. This is perfect. I can’t imagine a wedding night spent in the best bedroom in The Empress can match this.’ His eyes searched her face. ‘Are you sure this is what you want, Adelaide?’

‘More than anything.’ She swallowed. ‘I—I—that one time with Richard. I had no idea what—’

He laid a finger on her lips. He may as well have touched them with a brand.

‘Hush,’ he said. ‘That is forgotten. You are here and I am here. No ghosts, no memories. Let it just be about the two of us tonight.’

She shivered as his thumbs caressed the skin of her arm through the thin material. Every nerve in her body jangled and it felt to Adelaide that if he didn’t kiss her she would simply melt into the carpet.

But he didn’t kiss her.

With deliberate slowness, he undid the ribbons and pushed the peignoir away from her shoulders, revealing the scanty silk nightdress. He smiled as his hands skimmed her form beneath the thin material, shoulders, waist and hips, every nerve tingling at his touch.

She shivered as he reversed the process. This time his hands skimmed her breasts. She let out a sigh as the hands came to rest on her shoulders and he drew her into him, applying his mouth to the sweet spot at the base of her neck, peppering her throat with soft butterfly kisses. One hand pressed into the base of her spine and she melted against him, her back arching as he slid the nightdress away from her shoulders. It dropped with a sigh at her feet and she stepped out of it, completely naked in the arms of the man she loved.

Caleb slid his braces away from his shoulders, managing to divest himself of his clothes without relinquishing his hold on her as his lips ran down her body. Adelaide closed her eyes and surrendered herself to the moment as skin touched skin. Then, and only then, did she dare to raise her own hands, running her fingers lightly across the hard planes of his back, the soft hair of his chest and lower …

He gave a groan as her fingers brushed against him and buried his face in her hair, sighing her name, before scooping her up and carrying her across to the large cedar bed furnished with pristine white linen.

I was lost, she thought as they entwined, one body, one being. He has found me …
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The clock on the General Post Office further down Bourke Street tolled one in the morning and the flickering of the streetlights cast shadows into the corners of the room. A soft breeze through the open window stirred the lace curtains.

Caleb stared at the elegant cornices of the room as he stroked her head, her hair fanning across his chest. She seemed to be asleep, her breathing deep and even, but Caleb thought he would never sleep again. Every nerve in his body was awake, sensitive to the slightest movement, the slightest nuance.

It had been less than five months since he had landed in this town, tired, angry and jaded with life, looking for the next opportunity for a quick dollar, caring for no one, not even himself. He didn’t recognise that man any more. Adelaide had given him back his life and his self-respect. She had brought purpose and meaning to a life seemingly scarred forever by war and imprisonment.

He curled a tress of her hair around his finger, a silken bond binding them. Tonight was just the start of something different and exciting. With this woman by his side, they could make something of this new country. He drew a shuddering breath and closed his eyes, summoning his fading memory of his father, the good and Godly man who had railed against slavery, railed against a war that should never have been allowed to occur and railed against a son who had taken up a cause that his father did not believe in. There had been nothing but sadness and disappointment in his father’s tired, grey face when he had come to Elmira. Perhaps his father would have cause to be proud of the man his son had become.

Oh Shenandoah,

I love your daughter,

Away, you rolling river.

For her I’d cross

Your roaming waters,

Away, I’m bound away

’Cross the wide Missouri.

Adelaide stirred in his arms. ‘Are you singing?’

Caleb gave an awkward chuckle. ‘I wasn’t aware I was singing aloud,’ he said.

‘It’s lovely,’ Adelaide said. ‘What is the song?’

‘“Oh, Shenandoah”,’ he said. ‘It’s an old riverman’s song. It reminds me of—’ He had been going to say home, but the Shenandoah Valley belonged to another life. ‘Another time,’ he said. ‘It’s best sung after a few whiskeys.’

Adelaide laughed. Her fingers were tracing whorls in the hair on his chest, sending shafts of fire through his body. He groaned and rolled her over, his mouth seeking hers as she arched beneath his touch.


Forty-Three

Maiden’s Creek

1 March 1872

‘How was Melbourne?’ Penrose set his hat down on the table, pulled up a stool and sat down with a grunt. He pushed back his hair and signalled for Lil.

Caleb cocked his head, listening to the ceaseless pounding of the stampers, and said, ‘Quiet and expensive. I swear Adelaide spent her entire inheritance on the dressmaker.’

Penrose laughed. ‘Looks like she spent a few pennies on you too. Quite the swell in your fancy new clothes. Does it bother you that it is Adelaide’s money?’

Caleb looked down at the new, bright, jacquard waistcoat. ‘Penrose, you know the state of my wardrobe. A man would have to be a knuckle-headed idiot not to accept a kind offer like that but Adelaide and I, we’ve come to an understanding about how things’ll be between us.’

Lil set two glasses down in front of them. Caleb reached for his purse and she knocked his hand away.

‘On the ’ouse, love,’ she said. ‘Just as long as me and my girls get an invite to the wedding.’

‘That will put the wind up the Mesdames Russell and Jervis,’ Penrose said.

Caleb ignored his friend. ‘Wouldn’t dream of not inviting you, ladies,’ he said. ‘In fact, if we could not invite Mrs Russell and Mrs Jervis that would make me quite happy. They’ve already taken Adelaide on as their new project. They are insisting on a full wedding breakfast in the Mechanics’ Institute, I believe. So much for a quiet bourbon in the back room of the Britannia.’

Lil punched Penrose on the shoulder. ‘And what about my girl, Sissy?’ she said. ‘Time’s running out. I can’t ’ave you ’anging around ’er with your puppy dog eyes. You’re bad for business. I’m warning you, Penrose, make an ’onest woman of ’er or she’s going back to Melbourne.’

The good humour drained from Penrose’s face as Lil flounced off to resume her position behind the bar. He glanced across the room to where Sissy leaned across a table, talking to a miner.

‘Lil’s right. It’s time,’ he said.

‘And what about your uncle?’

Penrose set his glass down. ‘I am beholden to him, Hunt, but this is my life, not his.’

‘Glad to hear it, Penrose. She’s a fine girl.’

‘It’s only a matter of time before another Barnwell crosses her path.’ Penrose screwed up his face. ‘Enough of me, tell me about Melbourne. What did the lawyer say?’

‘The telegram from the solicitor in London confirmed what the letter said but the lawyer in Melbourne has recommended we go to London to put Adelaide and Danny’s affairs in proper order. Not something either of us want to do but if we must, we must. Maybe we’ll do some travelling and see all those places I’ve only read about in books. Paris … Rome …’

‘And Danny?’

‘He’ll come with us but we’ll be back. We’ll lease a house in East Melbourne to use and Adelaide’s enrolled Danny at Melbourne Grammar. He seemed mighty pleased with that decision.’

‘And what do you think you’ll do? Come back to Maiden’s Creek? Open a fancy Collins Street medical practice?’

Caleb fumbled in his jacket pocket and pulled out a page torn from a newspaper, much crumpled from being folded and refolded. He spread it on the table.

‘I’ve fallen in love with this country, Penrose,’ he said, ‘but I’ve no taste for hard scrabble gold mining or doctoring. These last months have reminded me that I was put on this earth to do some good, but it’s a part of my life I want to put behind me now. I want to go back to the land, back to farming, feel the earth between my fingers. This here’s a property for sale up Mansfield way. Adelaide says she wants to be within sight of the mountains, so we’ll go look at it and if it suits, I’ll put in an offer.’

Penrose turned the paper towards him. The advertisement offered the sale of a cattle property of one thousand acres with grazing rights on Mt Buller and a modest home.

‘A modest home?’ Penrose said. ‘From what you told me, you can afford a damn sight more than a modest home.’

Caleb shrugged. ‘Adelaide and I don’t want a grand mansion with servants and carriages,’ he said. ‘We sail before the end of the month and I don’t expect we’ll be back until the new year but we will be back.’

‘And what about the Shenandoah?’ Penrose asked.

Caleb leaned forward. ‘Adelaide and I, we have a proposition for you.’ He pocketed the advertisement for the cattle station and produced a brown envelope. ‘This here’s the registration for the Shenandoah Mine Limited Liability Company.’

Penrose pulled the sheath of papers from the envelope. He scanned them and looked up. ‘But—’

Caleb scanned his friend’s face. ‘It’s not acceptable?’

‘It’s more than acceptable!’ Penrose sputtered.

‘We’ve got the capital to get the mine going proper but it’s your mine, Penrose. You have to make it work. You will have the total management.’

‘I don’t know what to say.’ Penrose’s hand shook as he folded the paper that gave him independence from the hold of his uncle and, if he was right about the mine’s prospects, a good future.

‘I know one thing you can say. Go right on over to that girl and ask her to marry you.’

Penrose glanced at Sissy again. This time she caught him looking at her and smiled.

‘I will, but maybe not right now,’ Penrose said. ‘A few things to sort out first.’

In his heart, Caleb wondered if Penrose would ever make good on his promise to marry Sissy. Could a respectable middle-class man, such as his friend, in all honesty hope that the taint of his wife’s unsavoury past could ever be overcome? Probably not.

‘What I will do is write to my sister, Eliza, and tell her to come and join me.’ Penrose smiled. ‘I think she could make a good life for herself here and Adelaide will be a wonderful friend for her.’

‘We’ll look forward to meeting her.’

Caleb fished in the other pocket of his waistcoat and pulled out a gold ring. He laid it on the table between them. ‘While I was in Melbourne, I had this made from that nugget you gave me.’

Penrose picked the bright object up and looked at it with awe in his eyes. ‘Our gold, Hunt.’

‘I’ve a favour to ask of you,’ Caleb said. ‘Will you stand beside me at my wedding?’

Penrose grinned as he handed the ring back. ‘My pleasure.’

Caleb lifted his glass. ‘To friendship and new lives, Penrose.’

Penrose echoed the toast and they drained their glasses.


Forty-Four

2 March 1872

‘Are you sure this is what you want?’ Caleb asked his bride as he inserted the key in the lock to the doctor’s cottage.

Down below them, the band in the Mechanics’ Institute still played, light from the open doors and windows spilling into the main street. The bride and groom had, with the connivance of Will Penrose and Netty Redley, slipped out of the back door, unnoticed.

Adelaide still clutched her bouquet of gum leaves and roses from Mrs Russell’s garden, the only vegetation that could be found in Maiden’s Creek in March. She leaned against Caleb’s shoulder drawing in the scent of sandalwood and her man. ‘We’ve had the Menzies and I couldn’t bear the thought of a room at The Empress or the Britannia.’

Caleb flung open the door to the doctor’s cottage. ‘Then welcome to our first marital home, Mrs Hunt.’

Adelaide bit her lip. ‘I think, Dr Hunt, that it is appropriate that you carry me over the threshold.’

Caleb’s mouth curled into the familiar smile, the grey eyes twinkling. ‘After all those sandwiches I saw you eating?’

‘I was hungry,’ Adelaide said, as Caleb swept her up into his arms with an overacted grunt.

‘You women have too many skirts,’ he grumbled.

She locked her arms around his neck. ‘This is nice,’ she said and kissed him on the nose.

He ducked as he entered the little cottage, setting her down on the scrubbed wooden boards. Adelaide cast a critical eye around the living room. Posy, with help from Netty and several of the other women in town, had done an exceptional job. Everything gleamed, from the brass handle of the kettle hanging above the hearth, to the mean little glass windows, now decorated with cheerful gingham curtains. A glass vase stuffed with more gum leaves and roses sat in the centre of a gingham cloth covering the disreputable table.

She set her bouquet on the cloth and unpinned her fashionable straw hat, purchased from an expensive milliner in Collins Street. No bride in white with a long veil, she had chosen a dress of soft apricot silk. The tight-fitting bodice had a flattering shawl neckline and a ruched overskirt looped back into a trailing bustle, revealing a simple underskirt of matching fabric with a tightly pleated frill at the hem. It had been a long, long time since she had worn anything so beautiful, and the woman who had stared back at her from her mirror that morning bore no resemblance to the frightened girl who had fled her father’s house over ten years earlier.

As she had helped her dress that morning, Netty—who in a few short weeks would be wed herself to her beloved Amos—burst into tears.

‘You are beautiful,’ she had told Adelaide.

‘All brides are beautiful,’ Adelaide had replied.

Netty shook her head. ‘No … this is not about how you look. It’s your heart, Adelaide.’

Now Caleb Hunt stood an arm’s length from her, looking at her in a way she had never thought any man would—or should—look at her.

‘What do you see?’ she asked.

‘I see an amazing woman,’ he said. ‘Strong, beautiful and clever. A mother who risked everything for the sake of her child. A woman I am proud to call my wife.’

‘And I see an amazing man,’ she said. ‘A man who has seen more horror in his life than any man should. A man with healing in his hands and his heart. A man I am proud to call my husband.’

‘No. It is you who have healed me, Adelaide. That man arrived in this town a broken being who cared for no one but himself. I had forgotten what it was to love and be loved.’

She held up her hand and their palms touched.

Adelaide curled her fingers around his. ‘Netty says that before you came to Maiden’s Creek, my heart was dead. It beat enough to keep me alive, but I had shut it away.’ Tears pricked the back of her throat. ‘She said she knew you would be the one to bring me back to life.’

Caleb drew her into his arms and kissed her, not a hurried, snatched kiss but a long, slow exploration.

‘How,’ he whispered into her hair, ‘do I get you out of this infernal dress?’

She leaned her forehead against the snowy white linen of his new shirt and laughed. As she fumbled with the colourful cravat he had tied around his high, stiff collar, the candlelight glinted on the bright gold of the ring on her finger. The ring made from Shenandoah gold that would tie her heart to this man and this land for the rest of her life.


Author’s Note

Thank you for reading The Postmistress.

You are probably curious as to whether Maiden’s Creek is a real town or just a figment of an author’s imagination. It is both. I deliberately chose to make it a fictional town because that gave me scope to play with a history, setting and inhabitants in a way unconstrained by using an existing town. However, it is based very heavily on a little gold-mining settlement in the High Country of Victoria that I know very well, called Walhalla. Today Walhalla is a picturesque village of less than twenty inhabitants, buried in a steep-sided valley about fifty miles north of Moe. Aberfeldy and Sale are real towns. Shady Creek existed as a coaching stop on the Melbourne–Sale coach route as described. Buneep (as it was called then) is modern-day Bunyip.

In its heyday, Walhalla was a busy gold-mining town of several thousand people, dominated by pubs, the extensive gold mines and the incessant noise of the gold stampers, recorded by no less a person than the English writer Anthony Trollope. The hillsides for miles around were denuded of vegetation and lovely Stringers Creek was little more than a polluted drain. Hard to imagine today. Sadly, the First World War effectively killed the town, as the young men went off to fight and the gold mines became untenable. Several attempts have been made to revitalise the gold mining but they have come to nothing. It has not stopped my husband and I panning some of the creeks in the area—to no avail.

In my extensive research into the actual history of Walhalla, I did come across several very interesting stories, which I have been delighted to weave into my own narrative. The incident with the smallpox scare (and the method used to deal with it) occurred in Walhalla in 1869 and I was able to draw on detailed contemporary accounts. The quick thinking of the town’s doctors (coincidentally, an alcoholic Irishman and an American) saved the town. I recently came across the lonely grave of the only victim, Sarah Hanks, high above the town.

Sadly, the town’s Irish doctor died on the Melbourne coach in similar, but less sinister, circumstances to those of my Dr. Bowen. His grave can still be found at the Shady Creek cemetery (which, being on private land, is not accessible to the public).

The character of Lil is loosely based on the larger than life Kitty Cane, a former dancer who ran a grog shop on the road to Aberfeldy. When Kitty died she was carried down the hill to the Walhalla Cemetery, but alas, her bulk was such that those carrying her coffin abandoned it in a hastily dug grave at the side of the road where it can still be seen today.

I have taken a liberty with the date of the first Cole’s Funny Picture Book for which I apologise. It was not published until 1879. I always thought it was rather an odd book myself but in its day it was hugely popular and I liked the idea of Danny reading it.

It has been a great pleasure writing a story set in my own backyard, so as to speak, and I am looking forward to sharing the second Maiden’s Creek story with you.

Alison Stuart
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