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ONE






JOANNA WAS DREAMING.


     She saw herself leaning on the arm of a handsome young officer, grateful for his support but otherwise immune to his solicitous attentions. She was oblivious also to the British soldiers, standing erect in their smart uniforms, and to the ladies, elegant in their gowns and bonnets. Officers on horseback raised their sabers in salute as the two coffins were lowered into the graves. Joanna was aware of only one thing: that she had lost the only two people she loved, and that, at eighteen, she was suddenly alone in the world.


     The soldiers lifted their rifles and fired into the air. Joanna looked up, startled, as the clear blue sky tore apart. Through her black veil she saw the sun, which seemed too large and too hot and too close to the earth.


     As the commander of the regiment began to read the eulogy over the graves of Sir Petronius and Lady Emily Drury, Joanna gave him a puzzled look. Why wasn't he speaking clearly? She couldn't understand what he was saying. She looked around at the people gathered to pay their final respects



to her parents, and noticed that they ranged from servants to the highest army officials and royal elite of India. None of them seemed to find the commander's speech muddled or out of the ordinary.


     Joanna sensed that something was terribly wrong, and she was suddenly afraid.


     Then she froze: At the edge of the crowd was a dog—the dog that had killed her mother.


     But the animal had been shot! Joanna had seen a soldier kill it! And yet here it was. Its black eyes seemed fixed on her, and when it made a move in her direction, Joanna tried to scream, but could not.


     Then the dog was running toward her, it lunged, but instead of attacking, flew straight up into the sky and burst into a thousand hot white stars.


     The stars swirled overhead like a brilliant carousel, overwhelming her with their beauty and power.


     And then the stars began to form a shape across the sky, a long and winding celestial highway paved with diamonds. But it wasn't exactly a road; it moved.


     And then the road became an enormous serpent, slithering across the heavens.


     The diamond-bodied serpent began to uncoil and slide toward her. She felt the cold heat of star-fire wash over her. She watched the massive body grow and grow, until she saw in the center of its head a single, brilliant fiery eye. As the snake's jaws opened, the blackness inside was like a tunnel of death that was about to engulf her.


     She screamed.
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     Joanna's eyes snapped open, and for a moment she didn't know where she was. Then she felt the gentle rocking of the ship, saw in the dim light the cabin walls around her. And she remembered: She was on board the SS Estella, bound for Australia.


     She sat up and reached for the matches on the small table by her bed. Her hands shook so badly that she couldn't light the lamp. Drawing her



shawl around her shoulders, she got up and made her way to the porthole; after a struggle, she managed to get it open. She felt the cold ocean wind on her face, closed her eyes and tried to calm herself.


     The dream had seemed so real.


     Taking deep breaths, and drawing comfort from the familiar sounds of the ship—the creaking of the rigging, the groan of timber—Joanna slowly brought herself back to reality. It was only a dream, she told herself. Just another dream ...


     "Are dreams our link to the spirit world?" Joanna's mother, Lady Emily, had written in her diary. "Do they carry messages, or warnings, or the answers to mysteries?"


     I wish I knew, Mother, Joanna thought, as she stared at a vast ocean that stretched away to the stars.


     Joanna had thought the stars over India were powerful and overwhelming, but she decided that they were nothing compared to the formidable display in this night sky. The stars were grouped in ways she had never seen before. The reassuring beacons of her childhood were gone, and new ones winked down at her. Because this was the Southern Hemisphere.


     Joanna thought about the dream she had just had, and what it might possibly mean. That she should dream of the funeral was understandable, and perhaps even of the dog. But why a star-serpent, and why the terror? Why had she felt the serpent was about to destroy her?


     Just weeks before her death, Lady Emily had written in her diary: "I am plagued by dreams. One is a recurring nightmare, which I cannot explain and which terrifies me beyond endurance. The other dreams are strange visions of events that are not frightening but which seem unbelievably real to me. Could these in fact be lost memories? Am I somehow remembering my childhood at last? If only I knew, for I sense that an answer to my life lies in these cryptic dreams. An answer that must soon be found, or else I shall perish."


     Joanna was startled out of her thoughts by sounds drifting in from over the water—a man's voice in the darkness, calling "Stroke, stroke, stroke," accompanied by the sound of oars dipping into the water. And then Joanna remembered that the Estella was becalmed.




     "Never seen anything like it," the captain had said only the day before. "In all my years at sea, never been becalmed at this latitude. Can't explain it for the life of me. Looks like I'll have to put men in the longboats and see if we can pull us out of it."


     And Joanna felt her fears rise again.


     Back in Allahabad, in the sanatorium where she had spent some weeks recovering from her parents' unexpected deaths, Joanna had dreamed that this would happen.


     Why? she wondered, as she shivered beneath her shawl. Could whatever haunted my mother and finally destroyed her be pursuing me out on this ocean?


     "You must go to Australia, Joanna," Lady Emily had said, hours before she died. "You must make the journey you and I were going to make. Something is destroying us, and you must find its source and put an end to it, or else your life will end as mine is, prematurely, without anyone knowing why."


     Joanna turned away from the porthole and looked around the tiny cabin. As a wealthy young woman, she had been able to afford quite adequate accommodations for herself for the long journey from India to Australia, and she was grateful; she would not have wanted cabin companions. She needed to be alone now, with her grief. She needed time to try to unravel what had happened to her family, and to her; to understand what was taking her to the other side of the world, to a land about which she knew so little.


     She looked at the papers lying on the small writing desk, papers that pertained to a legacy from long ago, from grandparents she had never known. She had been working at deciphering them, just as her mother had tried to understand their strange meaning. Her mother's diary, too, lay on the desk—Lady Emily's "lifebook," filled with her dreams and fears and her own futile attempts to understand the mystery of her life: the lost years of which she had no memory, the nightmares that seemed to foretell a frightening future. And there was a property deed, also part of Joanna's legacy from her grandparents. No one knew where the land was that was mentioned in the deed, or why Lady Emily's parents had purchased it or whether they had ever lived there.


     "But I sense very strongly, Joanna," Emily had said toward the end of



her life, "that the answer to everything lies in the place located on that deed, named Karra Karra. The property is somewhere in Australia. Possibly it is the place of my birth. I do not know. Sometimes it has occurred to me to wonder whether the woman who haunts my dreams is there, or once was. It is conceivable my own mother is still there, still alive—although that is unlikely. You must find Karra Karra, Joanna. For me. To save yourself. And to save your future children."


     To save myself, to save us all from what? Joanna thought.


     There was also a letter on the desk—an angry letter, saying, "Your talk of a curse is an affront to God." The letter was unsigned, but Joanna knew that it had been written by her Aunt Millicent, the woman who had raised Joanna's mother, Emily Drury, and who had refused to speak of the past, it terrified her so. And finally, there was the miniature of Lady Emily, a beautiful woman with sad eyes. How did these pieces fit together in the puzzle of this woman's life? And, Joanna wondered, into that of her own destiny as well?


     "I have no idea why your mother is dying," the doctor had said to Joanna. "It is beyond my knowledge, my capabilities, to understand. She is not ill, yet she appears to be dying. I believe it is an affliction of the spirit rather than of the flesh, but I cannot explain why, or imagine what is the cause."


     But Joanna had an idea. Several days before, a rabid dog had made its way into the military compound where Joanna's father was stationed. It had cornered Joanna as she had stood, frozen with fear, tensing for an attack. And then Lady Emily had stepped between her daughter and the dog, and just as the animal sprang, a soldier had fired a rifle, and the dog had fallen dead at their feet.


     "Lady Emily seems to have all the symptoms of rabies, Miss Drury," the doctor had said, "but your mother wasn't bitten by the dog. I am mystified as to why she should have such symptoms."


     Joanna returned her gaze to the porthole, and looked out again over the dark ocean. She heard men in boats trying to pull the steamship through the night as if it were a gigantic, sightless creature. And she thought of how her mother had lay dying, helpless against the power that was killing her. And how, just hours after the death of his beloved wife, Colonel Petronius had put his service revolver to his head and pulled the trigger.




     "Strange forces are at work, my dearest Joanna," Lady Emily had said. "They have claimed me, after all these years. They will claim you. Please ... please, go to Australia, find out what happened, stop this poison ... this—this curse, from harming you."


     Joanna thought of what her mother had told her long ago. "A sea captain brought me to Aunt Millicent's cottage in England when I was four years old," Lady Emily had said. "I had been on his ship, coming, apparently, from Australia. I had very little with me, I didn't speak. I couldn't. I can only believe that whatever it was that happened in Australia, which I have never been able to recall, must have been somehow, quite literally, unspeakable. Millicent said it was months before I said anything to her at all. Joanna, it's important to know why, and what happened to our family in Australia."


     And then, just over a year ago, when Lady Emily had celebrated her thirty-ninth birthday, she began to have the dreams, which she believed might actually have been memories of those lost years. She had described them in her diary: "I am a small child being held in a young woman's arms. Her skin is very dark, and we are surrounded by people. We are all waiting in silence for something. We are watching the opening of what looks like a cave. I start to speak, but I am told to remain silent. Somehow, I know that my mother is about to come. I want her to come. I am afraid for her. The dream ends there, but it is so vivid, I see things in such detail—I can feel the heat of the sun on my bare body. I cannot help but wonder if it is a recollection from my years in Australia. But what does it mean?"


     Joanna looked up at the collection of stars known as the Southern Cross, the tip of which pointed the way to Australia, which lay just a few days away. She was determined to get there and to find answers. As she had sat at her mother's bedside, watching the beautiful Lady Emily die of a mysterious illness, Joanna had thought: It is over now. Mother, your years of nightmares, of nameless fears, are gone. You are at peace.


     But when she was in the sanatorium, she had been visited by a dream: She saw herself on a ship in the middle of the ocean, and the ship was becalmed, her sails drooping lifelessly from the yards, the captain telling his crew that water and food rations were dangerously low. And in the dream, Joanna had somehow known that she was the cause of these events.




     She had awakened in terror to realize that whatever it was that had haunted Lady Emily all her life had not died with her. It now belonged to Joanna.


     As she listened to the sailors straining at their oars in the darkness, trying to draw the Estella out of the calm, Joanna was gripped with a new sense of urgency. It couldn't be a coincidence—her dream, and now this becalmed ship. There was something, after all, to the mysteries that had so haunted her mother. Joanna, looking out into the night, tried to imagine the continent that lay only a few days away—Australia, where secrets of the past and of her future might be waiting.
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     "Melbourne! Port of Melbourne! Prepare to disembark!"


     Joanna stood out on the deck with the rest of the passengers, watching Melbourne Harbor draw close. She was in a hurry to be off the ship, to get away from that small cabin. She looked past the crowd gathered on the dock to meet the ship, lifted her eyes to the city's skyline a short distance away. She wondered if, out there beyond the buildings and the church spires, somewhere in the heart of a country that had for thousands of years known only the nomadic Aborigines, she would find the answers her mother had been looking for.


     As the gangway was raised and the ship's officers gathered to say goodby to disembarking passengers, Joanna gripped the rail and looked up at the sky, overwhelmed by the light. It was like no light she had ever known—not the hot, musky sunlight of India, where she had grown up, nor the soft misty light of England, which she had once seen as a child. The sunlight of Australia was broad and bold and clear; it was almost aggressive in its brightness and clarity.


     She saw a group of men, laborers judging by their clothes, hurrying up the gangway. Once on deck, they began seizing luggage and anything they could lay hand to, promising the disembarking passengers that the job of carting their bags would cost only a penny or two. A young black man approached Joanna. "I take for you, miss," he said, reaching for her trunk. "Only sixpence. Where you want to go?"




     She stared at him. It was her first encounter with an Aborigine, a race she had heard so much about all of her life. "Yes," she said after a moment. "Please. Just down to the dock."


     As he gripped the handle on the end of the trunk and began to lift it, he smiled at Joanna. And then his face changed, and he gave Joanna a long look; his eyes flickered, he dropped the trunk and turned abruptly away. He reached for a wicker basket which an elderly woman was struggling with. "I carry for you, lady?" he said, and moved off along the deck, away from Joanna.


     A ship's porter came up, bearing a trolley. "Shall I put your trunk ashore for you, miss?" he asked.


     "What was that all about?" she said, gesturing to the Aborigine.


     "Don't take it personal, miss. He probably decided the trunk was too heavy. They don't like hard work. Here, I'll just cart this down to the dock."


     She followed the steward down the gangway, glancing back to see if she could see the Aborigine. But he seemed to have vanished.


     "Here we are, miss," the porter said when they were on the pier. "Is anyone meeting you?"


     She looked at the crowd amassed on the dock, people who were waving excitedly to arriving passengers, and she thought of the entry in her mother's diary: "Sometimes I wonder, is there any chance that members of my family are still alive somewhere in Australia? My parents?"


     Joanna handed the porter a few coins and said, "No. No one will be meeting me."


     As the crowd jostled around her, she forced herself to think what she should do next. First she would have to find a place to stay, and a way to manage on her allowance; it would be two-and-a-half years before she would come into her inheritance. And she would need to find someone to help her locate the property her family owned, someone knowledgeable about the Australia of thirty-seven years ago.


     Suddenly, Joanna was aware of a commotion behind her, a voice shouting, "Stop! Stop that boy!"


     As she turned, she saw a small boy darting through the crowd on the deck of the ship. He looked to be four or five years old, and he was



flinging himself first in one direction, then another, a steward in pursuit.


     "Stop him!" the steward shouted, and as people grabbed at the child, he twisted around and ran down the gangway, flying past Joanna.


     She watched him run blindly, his skinny legs in short pants frantically pumping up and down. As the steward reached him, the boy threw himself flat and began to bang his head on the pier.


     "Here, here!" the man said, grabbing the child by the collar and shaking him. "Stop that!"


     "Wait!" Joanna said. "You're hurting him."


     She knelt next to the squirming boy and saw that he had cut his forehead. "Don't be afraid," she said. "No one is going to hurt you." She opened her bag, took out a handkerchief and patted his head gently. "There now," she said, "this won't hurt."


     She looked up at the steward. "What happened?" she asked. "He's terrified."


     "I'm sorry, miss, but I ain't no nursemaid. He was put aboard back at Adelaide, and someone had to keep watch. He's been belowdecks for the past few days, and he's been nothing but trouble. Won't eat, won't talk ..."


     "Where are his parents?"


     "Don't know, miss. All I know is, he's been a lot of trouble and he's getting off here. Someone is supposed to be coming for him."


     Joanna noticed that there was a one-pound note pinned to the boy's shirt, and a piece of paper that read adam westbrook. "Is your name Adam?" she asked. "Adam?"


     He stared at her but did not speak.


     The steward started to unpin the pound note. "I reckon this is due to me considering all the trouble he's been."


     "But it belongs to him," Joanna said. "Don't take it."


     The steward looked at her for a moment, taking in the pretty face and the voice that sounded as if she were used to giving orders. Recognizing the expensive cut of her clothes and the first-class sticker on her trunk, he decided she must belong to someone important. "I reckon you're right," he said. "I don't dislike kids, mind you. It's just that he was such a handful. Cried the whole time, threw fits like this. And he wouldn't talk, wouldn't say



a single word. Well, I have to get back to the ship." And before Joanna could say anything more, the steward disappeared into the crowd.


     Joanna looked carefully at the boy, at his pale, fragile face. It occurred to her that if she were to hold him up to the light, she would be able to see right through him. She wondered why he had been all alone on the ship, and what terrible pain or unhappiness had driven him to injure himself.


     Then Joanna heard a man say, "Pardon me, miss, but is this Adam?"


     She looked up to find herself staring at an attractive man with a square jaw, a straight nose, sun-creases around smoky-gray eyes.


     "I'm Hugh Westbrook," he said, removing his hat. "I've come for Adam." He smiled at her and then dropped down to one knee and said, "Hello, there, Adam. Well, well. I've come to take you home."


     Without his hat, Joanna thought she could see a resemblance between the man and the boy—the same mouth, with a thin upper lip and a full lower one. And when the man gave the child a serious look, the same vertical furrow appeared between his eyebrows that was etched between the boy's.


     "I reckon you must be kind of scared, Adam," Westbrook said. "It's all right. Your father was my cousin, so that makes us kin. You're my cousin, too." He reached out, but Adam shrank back against Joanna.


     Westbrook was holding a packet wrapped in brown paper and tied with string. He began to open it, saying, "Here, I've brought these for you. I thought you might like to have some new clothes, the kind we wear at Merinda. Did your mother ever tell you about my sheep station, Merinda?"


     When the boy didn't speak, Hugh Westbrook stood up and said to Joanna, "I bought these in Melbourne." He unfolded a jacket, which had been wrapped around boots and a hat. "The letter wasn't specific about what he might need, but these will do for now, and I can get more later. Here you go," he said, and he held the jacket out to Adam. But the boy let out a strange cry and covered his head with his arms.


     "Please," Joanna said, "let me help." She took the jacket and guided the boy into it, but it was too large, and Adam seemed to disappear.


     "How about this, then?" Westbrook said, but when he put the bush hat on the boy's head, it covered Adam's eyes and ears and settled on his nose.




     "Oh dear," Joanna said.


     Westbrook turned to her. "I hadn't thought he would be this small. He'll be five in January; I'm not used to children, and I guess I overestimated things." He gave Adam a thoughtful look, then said to Joanna,


     "I envisioned a boy who could take care of himself. I haven't a notion of the needs of a boy this small, and at the sheep station we're out working all day. I can see that Adam is going to need a lot of attention."


     Joanna looked down at the child and inspected the cut on his forehead. "He's in such pain," she said. "What happened to him?"


     "I don't know exactly. His father died several years ago, when Adam was a baby. And then his mother died recently. The South Australia authorities wrote me saying that Adam had been suddenly orphaned, and asked if I would take him, since I was his nearest relative."


     "The poor boy," Joanna murmured, resting her hand on Adam's shoulder. "How did his mother die?"


     "I don't know."


     "I hope he didn't witness it. He's so young. But something seems to have left a terrible mark on him. What happened to you, Adam?" Joanna said to him. "Tell us, please do. It will help if you talk about it."


     But the boy's attention seemed to be focused on a towering crane that was lifting cargo onto a ship.


     Joanna said to Westbrook, "My mother was hurt when she was very young. She witnessed something terrible, and it haunted her all her life. There was no one to heal her, no one to help her understand the pain and give her the love and kindness she needed. She was raised by an aunt who lacked affection, and so I believe the wound never healed. I believe the memory of that childhood event actually killed her."


     Joanna placed her hand beneath Adam's chin and lifted his face. She saw pain in his eyes, and terror. It's as if he's living a nightmare, she thought. As if we are all part of a bad dream.


     She bent down and said to the boy, "You're not dreaming, Adam, you're awake. Everything is all right, really it is. You are going to be taken care of. No one is going to hurt you. I have bad dreams, too. I have them all the time. But I know that they are only dreams and that they can't hurt me."




     Westbrook watched Joanna speak soothingly to the boy, noticing how her slender body arched gently toward Adam—like the eucalyptus that grew in the outback, he thought—and when he saw the calming effect she was having on the boy, he said, "Thank you for doing what you did, it was kind of you to help. You must be anxious to be going. If there is someone here to meet you, they'll be looking for you, Miss ..."


     "Drury," she said. "Joanna Drury."


     "Are you here on holiday, Miss Drury?"


     "No, not on holiday. My mother and I planned to come to Australia together. We were going to look into some things about our family, and also for some land she inherited. But she died before we left India. So I have come on alone." She smiled. "I've never been to Australia before. It is a bit overwhelming!"


     Westbrook looked at her for a moment and was surprised to see something spark suddenly in her eyes, and then vanish. And there had been something behind the smile, and he recognized it as fear. When he heard the restraint in her voice, as if she were saying something quite ordinary while holding back a secret, he realized he was very intrigued.


     "Where is this land you're looking for?" he asked. "I know Australia pretty well."


     "I don't know. I believe it is near a place called Karra Karra. Do you know it?"


     "Karra Karra. Sounds Aboriginal. Is it here in Victoria?"


     "I'm sorry, I just don't know."


     Westbrook looked at her for a moment, then said, "I know a lot of people in Australia. I would be glad to help you find your land."


     "Oh," she said. "That would be very kind of you, Mr. Westbrook. But you must be in a hurry to take Adam home."


     As he watched her brush a stray hair from her face, he was struck by the delicacy of the gesture. He looked over at the men gathered around the gangway, ogling the female passengers. Some of the men held signs that said, Wife Wanted. Must Cook and Need Healthy Woman, Matrimony in Mind. A few of the bolder ones called out to the disembarking women. Westbrook suddenly pictured Joanna all alone in Melbourne, a rough frontier



city where men outnumbered women four to one, and where she would be defenseless against the more ruthless types.


     "Miss Drury," he said, "may I ask where you will be staying in Melbourne?"


     "I suppose I shall go to a hotel first, and then look for a boarding house or an apartment."


     "It occurs to me, Miss Drury, that perhaps we could help each other. You need help in getting acquainted with Australia, and I need help with Adam. Might we make a bargain? You help me with Adam for a time, help us get him settled in, and I'll get you going on looking for this Karra Karra. It wouldn't be for long, I'm getting married in six months," he said. "My station, Merinda, isn't fancy, I imagine you're used to far finer places. The house is mostly a veranda and a wish. But you and Adam can have it to yourselves, and I'll see that you have everything you need. I want the boy to get off to the right start with me, and he seems calmer with you."


     When she seemed uncertain, he added, "I can understand your hesitation, but what do you have to lose? The bargain will be, come and take care of Adam for six months, and I'll help you look for whatever it is you're looking for. Australia covers three million square miles, most as yet unexplored, but I know a certain amount of it. You can't do it on your own, you'll need help. One of my friends is a lawyer, and perhaps I could ask him to look into the property you inherited. Please think about it, Miss Drury. Even come for a month, get us going, and I'll help you get started on the matters you mentioned. I promise you, nothing improper will occur. Think about it while I go and get the wagon."


     She watched him disappear into the crowd, then she felt a small hand slip into hers. When she found Adam's large gray eyes studying her, Joanna considered this unexpected turn of events. She thought of everything she had sacrificed to come here, everything she had left behind: her friends in India, the cities she knew so well, the culture she had grown up with, and finally the handsome young officer who had stood with her at the funeral and who had asked her to marry him. And she felt suddenly homesick. Now, as she watched the crowd on the pier disperse to waiting carriages, wagons and horses, saw the heavy traffic on the street that led into Melbourne, as



she thought of being alone for the first time in her life, among strangers in a strange country, she thought of how easy it might have been to stay in India, but for her mother's request.


     Then she found herself thinking of the young Aborigine who had come aboard the ship a few minutes earlier, and the strange look he had given her when he had taken hold of her trunk. And she remembered that she really had had no choice but to come to Australia.


     She thought of Hugh Westbrook, and was surprised to realize that what she mostly thought was how attractive he was. He was good looking, and he was young—around thirty, she judged. But it was more than that. Joanna was used to spit-and-polish uniforms and a rigid correctness in manner. Even the marriage proposal from the young officer had come stiffly and politely, as if he had been following protocol. That young man, Joanna knew, would never have dreamed of addressing a lady he had not been formally introduced to. But Westbrook had seemed relaxed and comfortable, as if following his own rules, and Joanna found that she liked it.


     He had said he would help her find Karra Karra. She knew she was going to need someone's help, and he did say he was familiar with Australia. Should she tell him, she wondered, the other part of it—about the dreams, how bad things seemed to follow them? No, she decided, not now, not yet. Because not even she understood the dreams, was not even sure they existed, except in her imagination.


     When the memory of the young Aborigine on the ship came back again—how he had looked at her and then abruptly turned away—she pushed it out of her mind. Also her dream, subsequently fulfilled, of a big ship becalmed. And she focused on what Hugh Westbrook's sheep station might be like. Did it sit upon rolling green pastures like the sheep farms she had once seen in England? Was it shaded by oaks, did sparrows chatter in a garden behind the kitchen? Or was Hugh Westbrook's home different from any farm in England? Joanna had read as much as she could about this curious continent of Australia, where there were no native hoofed animals, no large predatory cats, where the trees did not shed their leaves in autumn, but their bark instead, and where the Aborigines were said to be the oldest race on earth. And she was suddenly curious to see it all.




     "Well, Miss Drury? What do you say?"


     She turned and looked at Hugh Westbrook. He had not replaced his hat, and she saw the rough way his hair lay on his head. She had grown up among pomaded men, officers who kept their hair slicked down; Westbrook's fell this way and that, longish and wavy, as if he had given up on a comb and let the hair go the way nature meant it to.


     She felt Adam's small hand in hers, and thought of how desperately this child had banged his head on the ground, as if to drive out unspeakable memories. So she said, "All right, Mr. Westbrook. I'll come for a little while."


     His smile was one of relief. "Do you want to stop in the city for anything? You might want to send a letter to your family, tell them where you will be?"


     "No," she said. "I have no family."


     As Westbrook loaded Joanna's trunk into the wagon, she went through a smaller bag, took out a bottle and a clean bandage, and patted some lotion onto Adam's wound.


     "What is that you're putting on Adam's head?" Westbrook asked.


     "It's eucalyptus oil," Joanna said. "It's an antiseptic and it hastens healing."


     "I didn't know there were eucalyptus trees outside Australia."


     "A few have been imported to India, where I lived. My mother obtained the oil through a local chemist's shop. She used it in many of her remedies. One of her talents was medicine, healing."


     "I didn't think anyone but Australians knew about the healing powers of eucalyptus oil, although credit has to be given to the Aborigines. They were using eucalyptus in their medicines centuries before the white men came here."


     As the wagon pulled away from the pier, away from the crowds and the Estella, Joanna thought of what she might find somewhere in these three million square miles. She thought of the mysterious young black woman who had haunted her mother's dreams, and of the grandparents who had come to this continent over forty years ago. She thought of dreams and nightmares and what meanings they might hold, and she thought of returning to the place where it had all begun, where her mother's fragmented memories abided. Something had been started there that must be ended.




     Finally she thought of the man at her side and the hurt little boy, people who had suddenly come into her life. And she was filled with a sense of wonder and fear.
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TWO






PAULINE DOWNS COULDN'T WAIT FOR HER WEDDING NIGHT. While the seamstress put the last few pins into the elegant peignoir, Pauline turned this way and that, admiring herself in the full-length mirror. She could barely contain her excitement.


Just wait until Hugh sees me in this!


     It was the very latest style—only as old as the weeks it had taken for the pattern and fabric to make the voyage from Paris to Melbourne. The material was a creamy champagne-peach satin, trimmed with Valenciennes lace and the kind of tiny buttons only the House of Worth could produce. The peignoir seemed to spill over Pauline's slender body, outlining the full breasts and smooth hips, and the way it pooled at her feet made Pauline, who was tall, look even taller. It had taken her weeks to arrive at just the right design for what she would wear on her first night alone with Hugh Westbrook.


     The peignoir was only part of the enormous trousseau she was preparing for her honeymoon. Her bedroom suite at Lismore, her home in the



Western District, was cluttered with bolts of fabric, fashion magazines, patterns and gowns in various stages of completion. And they were no ordinary gowns; Pauline did not consider herself an ordinary woman. She made certain that, despite being on the other side of the world in a colony whose fashions were usually a few years behind those of Europe, her bridal wardrobe was going to be in the latest style.


     How delicious, Pauline thought, as she looked around at the dresses she would be wearing when she was Mrs. Hugh Westbrook. The tedious old crinolines were finally being done away with and a whole new style was emerging. She was dying to show off this radical new invention called the bustle, and the daring tied-back skirts that lifted the hems inches off the floor. And the fabrics! Blue silks and cinnamon satins, waiting to be seamed and bowed in black or gold velvet, with white lace to set off the throat and wrists. How perfectly they complemented her platinum hair and blue eyes. Dress was one of Pauline's passions. Being in the forefront of fashion helped her to forget that she wasn't in London, but in a colonial backwater named Victoria in honor of the Queen.


     Pauline was a member of Victoria's rural gentry, having been born and raised on one of the oldest and largest sheep stations in the colony. She had grown up in pampered luxury; her father had called her "princess," and he had made her brother Frank promise that, when the elder Downs was gone, Frank would keep his sister in a life of continued comfort and ease. Now she lived on a twenty-five-thousand-acre sheep station, alone with Frank in a two-storied mansion with a full staff of servants. Pauline's days were spent fox hunting and at weekend parties, holiday balls and social fetes, much as they would have been if she lived on a wealthy country estate in England. Frank and his sister were the trendsetters for the upper crust; they set the standards by which others of their class lived. Pauline firmly believed that despite the fact that one lived in the colonies, or perhaps because one lived in the colonies, it was important not to let oneself "go bush."


     The only unfashionable thing Pauline had done was to remain unmarried at the age of twenty-four.


     Not that she had not had opportunities for marriage. There had been many hopeful suitors, but they had mostly been men who had gotten rich



quickly from sheep or gold, the rough sort who had made their fortunes in the outback and who had come to Victoria's grazing district to playact at being lords of the manor. A few were even wealthier than her brother. But she believed they had no manners or breeding, they gambled and drank beer straight from the bottle, they spoke atrociously; they had no respect for class. Worse, they had no ambition to improve themselves, nor saw any reason to do so. But Hugh Westbrook was not like that. Even though he, too, had come from the outback, had made a small fortune in gold and was now the sort of grazier who rode out with his musterers and drove his own fence piles into the ground, in many other ways he was different. There was something about Hugh that had drawn Pauline to him the moment she had met him, ten years ago, when he had purchased the Merinda property. Pauline had been only fourteen years old then, and Hugh, twenty.


     It wasn't just Hugh's good looks that she had fallen in love with. She believed there was more to him than muscles and an attractive smile. For one thing, he was honest, a word that failed to describe most of the men in the outback. And she felt there was a special kind of strength to him, a quiet strength, not the sort one saw in the brag and swagger of the other bushmen. Hugh seemed to Pauline to have a strength that was deeply anchored, steady and sure, a strength that made her see not so much the man he was today, but the man he was going to be.


     When Hugh had purchased Merinda there had been nothing there but a squatter's shack and a few diseased sheep. With his own hands and a strong will, Hugh had started out alone, struggling to build Merinda into a station worth being proud of. Ten years ago, Frank had estimated that the young Queenslander would sell out before the year was over. But Hugh had proven Frank and the rest of the graziers wrong. And now, there was no doubt that Hugh Westbrook was going to go even farther.


     We will go far together, my darling, Pauline thought. And that was what excited her most about him: When other people looked at Hugh they might see his calloused hands and dusty boots; when Pauline looked at him she saw the refined gentleman he was someday going to be—that she was going to make of him.


     "That will be enough for now," she said to the seamstress. "Go take a



rest and have a cup of tea. And would you please tell Elsie to run my bath?"


     For a long time Pauline had kept secret her hopes about Hugh Westbrook. While Western District gentry had expected her to marry someone of her own class—someone rich and cultured—Pauline had been determined to marry Hugh. She had managed to see him at every available opportunity: at the annual graziers' show, at barn dances and social events on the various stations, at the races and in her own home, when Hugh had come to discuss sheep farming with Frank. Each time she saw him her desire had grown. Sometimes he would appear unexpectedly, riding up on his horse, smiling and waving, and she would feel her heart jump. And afterward, Pauline would lie awake, imagining what it would be like to be his wife, to be in his bed ...


     She could not say exactly when she had known she was going to marry him, but her careful and subtle seduction had spanned nearly three years, drawing Hugh into a mutual flirtation that had left him believing it was he who had pursued her. Pauline knew what moonlight did to her hair, so she arranged walks in the garden with Hugh on such nights. She was aware of the handsome figure she cut when she was at the archery range, so she made sure Hugh attended events in which she was competing. When she discovered that he had a passion for Dundee cake and egg curry, she cultivated a taste for them as well. And when Hugh had said that his favorite poet was Byron, Pauline had devoted days to familiarizing herself with his works.


     Finally, Hugh began to talk about marriage. He turned thirty, and started to say "when I'm married," or "when I have children of my own." That was when Pauline knew the time was right. But other women had their eyes on Hugh, and although Pauline knew he felt something for her, she had as yet received no commitment from him. And this was when Pauline's secret was born.


     She had done something that, if it were known, would have shocked local society. She had proposed to Hugh. While her friends would declare such an action demeaning to a lady, that no man was worth such a "low" step, Pauline had regarded it as a practical move. Time was passing, and various women in the district were inviting Hugh for tea or to go riding, and paying attention to him at local events. It had been simple expediency that had



driven Pauline to invite Hugh on a picnic by the river, on a day that dawned with the promise of rain. They had gone riding together and had lunched by the river on egg curry and Dundee cake, talking about sheep, about colonial politics, the upstart Darwin and the new novel by Jules Verne, when, as if Pauline had orchestrated it herself, the rain clouds burst. She and Hugh had had to run for cover under the nearby trees, but not without getting wet and stumbling on the ground and holding onto each other because they were laughing so hard. And Pauline had said, "You know, Hugh, we really should get married," and he had kissed her, hard and passionately, and with an explosiveness, Pauline would later think, that dimmed the brilliance of the lightning breaking around them. There was only the one kiss, but it had been enough. Hugh had said, "Marry me," and Pauline had won.


     But once they were officially engaged, Pauline had discovered that pinning Hugh down to a date had been like trying to trap a willy-willy, a whirlwind. His sheep station always came first: the wedding couldn't be in the winter because of crutching—shearing the tails and hind legs of ewes who would soon be giving birth, to keep them as clean as possible—or in the spring because of lambing and shearing; the summers were busy with dipping and breeding, and the autumn—


     But Pauline had pointed out that autumn was the least demanding season on sheep stations, and they had settled upon a March wedding.


     Everything had been going according to plan until the letter arrived from the South Australian government informing Hugh about Adam Westbrook, the child of a distant relative.


     Suddenly Pauline saw a flaw in her vision of their future together. She and Hugh would not be free to enjoy each other, they would not be free to be lovers, wild and impulsive and uninhibited. They would start married life already burdened with a child—another woman's child. And Pauline did not like to think of what Hugh might be bringing back: some half-wild, obstreperous creature. "He's not your responsibility," she had said, instantly regretting her words, because a flash of anger had come into Hugh's eyes. Pauline had quickly reassured him that she would welcome the boy, while in her heart she was dreading it.


     She wasn't ready to be a mother—she wanted to get used to being a wife



first. There were certain sacrifices involved, she knew, and a way of life that often meant placing the other's needs before her own. Pauline had no idea of how one went about being a mother. Her own had died years ago in an influenza epidemic that had swept across Victoria, also taking Pauline's two sisters and younger brother. Pauline was raised with her surviving sibling, Frank, by their father and a succession of governesses. She had no idea how it was between mothers and children; she especially had no idea of what it was like between mothers and daughters. She wanted a daughter; she often imagined teaching her to ride and to hunt and to be "special." The teaching and molding of a daughter, Pauline often thought, must be very rewarding. But the feelings that passed between mother and daughter—the love and devotion and duty—seemed quite beyond her understanding.


     "Your bath is ready," Pauline's maid said, interrupting her thoughts.


     After a tiring yet exhilarating day spent over patterns and fabrics and standing still while her two dressmakers worked with pins and scissors, Pauline decided to enjoy a long, indulgent soak. She was a sensual woman; she enjoyed the kiss of pearls at her throat, the brush of a feather boa on her bare shoulders, the luxury of satin sheets and soft lace nightgowns. Textures gave her pleasure; even the hardness of gemstones in their silver and gold settings brought joy to her fingertips. There were few sensations she denied herself, or had not experienced. Frank was wealthy enough to provide his sister with champagne from France, and their dining table was always graced by the finest foods. Pauline spent hours at her grand piano, delighting in Chopin and Mozart. She also rode hard at hounds, taking the most perilous fences and ditches, relishing the sensation of controlling the horse, of flying through the air, of daring the fates. There was little, at twenty-four, that Pauline Downs had not indulged herself in, with the exception of one supremely cardinal pleasure: She had yet to be intimate with a man.


     As Pauline luxuriated in the hot water, slowly moving the sponge over her body, she glanced in the steamy mirror at the reflection of Elsie, her lady's maid, laying out fresh undergarments. The girl was English, young and pretty and, Pauline knew, was walking out with one of the grooms who worked in the Lismore stables. As she watched the maid leave the bathroom, Pauline wondered what Elsie did with her young man when they were alone.




     And suddenly she felt a pang of envy.


     Looking at herself in the mirror, at the face she knew was beautiful, and framed in thick blond waves, she thought: Pauline Downs, daughter of one of the oldest and wealthiest families in Victoria, envious of her maid!


     But, it was true.


     Did they make love, she wondered, Elsie and her beau? Did they run into each other's arms every time they met, and then hurry away to some private spot where they embraced and kissed and felt the heat and hardness and softness of each other's bodies?


     Pauline closed her eyes and sank deeper into the hot water. She moved her hands along her thighs, feeling the ache again, the ache that was becoming almost a physical pain, the wanting, the desire, the need to have Hugh Westbrook make love to her. She fantasized about their wedding night, she relived their one kiss on that rainy afternoon by the river, and recalled how his body had felt against hers, and the promise it held for future lovemaking.


     Soon now, she thought. A mere six months away, and she would be in bed with Hugh, and she would know at last that ecstasy she had for so long dreamed about.


     When the bedroom clock chimed the hour, Pauline suddenly realized it was getting late.


     She was determined that her wedding was going to be like no wedding the Western District had known, and so she had asked Frank, who owned the Melbourne Times, to use his influence in trying to persuade a world-famous opera singer to sing at the wedding. Pauline would not settle for an Australian. No matter how perfect the voice, a colonial would still reduce the wedding to a colonial event. But the Royal Opera Company was scheduled to perform in Melbourne in February, and Dame Lydia Meacham, an Englishwoman known from Covent Garden to Leningrad for the purity and excellence of her voice, was coming with them. Pauline had informed Frank that her dream would be to have Dame Lydia sing at her wedding.


     Frank was not keen on the idea, not being overly fond of the Royal Opera Company in the first place. "They look at us as if we're an unwanted stepchild," he always complained whenever the company made the long journey from England down to the Australian colonies. "They come here



with their fine airs and jumped-up ways and act as if they're doing us a big favor," Frank would say.


     But how else could it be, Pauline wondered, with the colonies so far away?


     It made her recall how she had felt, years ago in England, when she had attended her first dance. What a near disaster it had been! How hopelessly out of fashion Pauline had felt, with the other girls at the London Academy marveling that she would show up wearing such an out-of-date dress. And then, seeing her puzzlement and dismay, telling her that it was all right, that she had, after all, come a long distance. They had treated her in the patronizing manner she had finally learned to expect in England whenever someone discovered where she was from. People had called her and her brother "colonials" and they had seemed not to take them, or where they lived, seriously. Those girls had not meant to be cruel—they had merely expressed an honest disregard for someone who came from so far away and from a group of colonies to which English people gave little thought, and which, when they did think of them, they regarded as backward and provincial.


     That had been when Pauline was sent to London for her "coming out." Well-to-do colonial girls always went "home" for schooling—"home" being England. Even Pauline's mother, who had been brought up on a farm in New South Wales, had made the voyage to Britain when the time came. And Pauline planned to do the same when her own daughters came of age, to have them "come out" in England, as was the proper thing to do.


     As she stepped into the towel Elsie held for her, Pauline thought: Frank will be back any time now. She couldn't wait to hear his news. Had he been able to engage Dame Lydia for the wedding? Because everything must go perfectly: the wedding, the reception, the honeymoon. Her life.


     Pauline smiled as her thoughts returned to Hugh and their wedding night, and how she hoped to make it a night of surprises for both of them.
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     "Frank!" John Reed said as he joined his friend at the bar in Finnegan's pub. "When did you get back?"




     Frank had to look up meet his friend's gaze. Reed towered over him, as most people did. "Hello, John. I just got back today. I thought I'd stop and have a drink before going home." And before, Frank added mentally, facing Pauline with the bad news. "How are things over at Glenhope?"


     "Couldn't be better. I'm expecting a good clip this year. Any news on the inland expedition?"


     When Frank had purchased the ailing Times, it had been merely for the sake of diversion, a hobby. But it had soon evolved, some of his friends believed, into something bordering on obsession, as Frank grew increasingly determined to build it into a newspaper to rival any in the colonies. The Times was thus far still small, but it was growing, due mainly to the imagination and energy of its thirty-four-year-old owner. Frank was constantly seeking new ways to increase the paper's circulation, and so when he heard that the New York Herald had sent a man named Stanley to Africa to search for the missing Dr. Livingstone, Frank had come up with the idea of outfitting an expedition into the Australian interior, the great heart of the continent called the Never Never, to see what was there.


     Many men had tried to traverse the continent from south to north, trekking from Melbourne or Adelaide in the south, northward to the Indian Ocean. But always they were stopped by a vast expanse of waterless salt flats and furnace-like temperatures. Those who ventured into that hell never came out alive. Frank believed that somewhere beyond the dancing heat lay a great inland sea, and he had used his own money to outfit a ten-man, sixteen-camel team in the hopes of finding it. The expedition was taking along an enormous boat, hauled on sleds, in the hope of reaching that sea, and in exchange for Frank's financial support of the expedition they were going to name the sea after him, should they find it.


     The Times published periodic updates on their progress as they sent telegrams along the way; but the expedition had not been heard from in some time, and speculation was running high that they, like others before them, had perished in the Great Desert.


     "Do you reckon we've lost them?" Reed said.


     Frank had grown up hearing stories about the Aborigines, who were said to inhabit that formidable, unexplored region—fantastic tales about



songlines and Dreaming Sites, where magic and miracles were a daily occurrence; legends of ghosts and ancestors who grappled with mythical beasts like Yowie the Night Monster and the Rainbow Serpent. The stories were too incredible for a white man to believe, and yet, Frank had always argued, they must have some basis in fact. If Aborigines were surviving in that wilderness, then it was possible that white men could survive, too. "We'll hear from them, John," Frank said. "Don't you worry about that."


     Reed took a long drink of beer, then said, "So, what do you think of the new barmaid?"


     Frank had noticed her when he first came into Finnegan's. The pub was located on the edge of Cameron Town, where the main street joined the country road known as the Cameron Highway. Frank had been surprised, when he had ridden up in the late afternoon, to see so many horses and gigs tied up in the yard. Finnegan's was a quiet pub, being more expensive than its competitors; it catered to a genteel crowd; wealthy graziers and cattlemen gathered here to drink in peace and quiet, whereas Facey's, the workingman's pub across the street, did a more voluminous trade with station hands and shearers. Finnegan's yard was rarely crowded, but, on this late October afternoon, it was. And Frank was further surprised to find, when he walked in, that there wasn't an available seat in the place.


     "It's because of her," Reed said, jerking his head toward the barmaid who was pouring whiskeys at the other end of the bar. "Started working here six weeks ago. Old Joe Finnegan's been doing a brisk business ever since."


     Frank studied her, a mildly attractive woman in her late thirties, not slender, in a rather plain dress that clearly wasn't designed to excite the male imagination. When she handed over the drinks and took the customers' money, Frank saw none of the usual barmaid flirtation; in fact, from what Frank could see, there didn't appear to be anything striking or unusual about her.


     "She's the reason for the crowd?" Frank asked.


     "Her name's Ivy Dearborn," Reed said. "She draws people."


     "What do you mean?"


     "When she isn't serving, she does sketches. See that pad and pencil by the cash register? Watch. Pretty soon she'll pick it up and make a drawing of one of the patrons."




     "And they pay her?"


     "Oh no, she doesn't do it for money, and you can't ask her to do your picture. It's her choice. And you never know who she's going to do, or what kind of a picture it'll be. She does caricatures, sometimes not very flattering ones. She says she draws people as she sees them. You should see how she did me! A fat, lazy-looking koala bear!"


     Frank laughed. "So she draws the truth, eh John?"


     "Don't speak too soon, my friend. She's been doing you."


     "Me!"


     "I noticed she's had her eye on you ever since you came in."


     Frank had been aware of very little beyond the whiskey before him. The expedition was on his mind, the possibility of its fate, and then there was the news he had to tell Pauline. And finally he couldn't stop thinking about running into Hugh Westbrook, in Melbourne, and meeting that girl Hugh said was going to help him take care of the boy. The young woman had asked Frank about a deed that she thought had titled her grandparents with land thirty-seven years ago. Although he had been unable to tell her if the deed was still valid, she had piqued Frank's interest. He was always looking for a good story to spice up his newspaper, and so he was wondering now if there was a story in that girl and her old document.


     "Go on," Reed said. "Ask Ivy to show you the picture she did of you. Aren't you curious to know how she sees you?"


     Frank could already guess how she would draw him; he had no illusions about himself. He knew what he looked like: short, with a receding hairline, and a face that women rarely glanced at twice. Once before, when he was younger, he had had a caricature done of himself at a carnival, and the artist had depicted him as a strutting cockatoo with a cigar in its beak.


     Reed went on: "She's single, has a room at Mary Smith's boarding-house, and although every man in the place has asked her out, she won't go. I asked Finnegan if he was having her on the quiet, and he swears not. Their relationship is strictly business, he says. I can't imagine who she's saving herself for!"


     Frank watched as the woman went to work on the sketch pad, her pencil flying. Her look was one of complete concentration, with none of the



coyness that meant she was hoping for a tip. She seemed to be absorbed in the drawing.


     Finally she finished and handed the sketch across the bar to Paddy Malloy, the man she had drawn. Everyone gathered around to see, and suddenly, there was shouting: "Look what you've done to me! This is an insult! An outrage!"


     "Good Lord," John Reed said. "What do you suppose she's done with the poor old fellow?"


     Frank and John went to join the circle that had gathered around the irate Irishman. "I won't stand for this!" he was shouting.


     Frank looked over the man's shoulder and saw that the barmaid had done a drawing of a tall bird, a crane, wearing a bowler hat and a monocle in one eye. The bird strongly resembled Malloy.


     "Aw, go on, Paddy," one of his friends said. "She didn't mean anything by it."


     "I want her fired!" cried the Irishman. "I want this woman out of here this instant!"


     "Now now, Mr. Malloy," Finnegan said as he came up, drying his hands on his apron. "I'm sure Miss Dearborn intended no harm. It's all in good fun."


     "So help me, Finnegan, if you don't fire this—"


     "Calm down, Malloy," Frank said. "Where's your sense of humor? You have to admit there's a resemblance."


     "Oh you think so, do you? Let's see how you like it when the shoe is on your foot." He picked up a pile of papers from the bar and started to go through them. "I'm sure I saw her doing one of you," he murmured. "She's been doing all of us."


     Frank looked at the barmaid, who appeared to be neither amused nor upset over the situation, and then he found himself wondering how she kept all that beautiful red hair piled so neatly on top of her head without having it come tumbling down. Her eyes met his, and Frank felt his cheeks grow hot. He suddenly didn't want to see the sketch she had done of him. "Let it go, Malloy," he said, and he started to turn away.


     But John Reed, laughing, said, "Come now, Frank, be a sport. Let's see what the lady sees in you."




     Someone at the back of the pub made a wisecrack, and everyone laughed. Then a somber Scotsman named Angus McCloud said from his solitary place at the other end of the bar, "The lass probably only needed a half a sheet of paper to draw you, Downs!"


     Finally Malloy said, "Here we go!" and in the next instant his face fell.


     Frank didn't want to look, but when he saw Malloy's expression, and noticed how the others, too, fell silent, he took the sketch and stared at it.


     "Crikey, Downs," someone said. "That would look like you—if wishes came true."


     Frank had never seen such a flattering likeness of himself. It was his face, and yet it was not. Ivy had captured his eyes perfectly, but she had worked some sort of subtle magic on the hair and chin. Why, Frank couldn't help thinking, he was almost handsome!


     He looked up at Ivy, who was busy wiping down the counter, and then back at the sketch. Suddenly aware of the silence in the pub, Frank cleared his throat and said, "I don't see what you're all upset about, Malloy. The lady is clearly very talented."


     Malloy threw down his sketch, and went back to his drink, and the other men drifted back to their tables, their places at the bar, their conversations. When Frank picked up his whiskey, John Reed nudged him and said, "I take it she's picked you."


     But Frank didn't know what to think. He sipped his drink and tried to concentrate on what he should he do next, if anything. First of all there was Pauline, and the news he dreaded having to tell her, about seeing Westbrook, and the pretty nursemaid Westbrook was bringing home; and about the boy, Adam; and how, in a few days, all the tongues in the western district were going to be wagging about all this. And then he tried to think about the expedition and whether or not he should consider sending a rescue party after them.


     But in the end his thoughts returned to Ivy Dearborn and what she could mean by that flattering sketch she had made of him.
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     "Miss Downs?" Elsie said, coming into the bathroom. "Excuse me, but Mr. Downs is here."


     Pauline reached for her dressing gown. "Thank you, Elsie. Tell him I shall be right out."


     Frank looked around his sister's room as he poured himself a drink. It looked as if a lady's trunk had exploded.


     There were clothes everywhere—gowns and dresses draped over chairs and sofa, frilly and lacy objects scattered all over the Turkish carpet, feminine ribbony things hanging everywhere. It was her trousseau, he knew, for her honeymoon with Westbrook. The bill from the dressmaker was going to be fantastic, but Frank decided that if it made Pauline happy, he wouldn't say anything about it.


     When Pauline emerged from the bathroom, Frank smelled her before he saw her; fragrance and hot steam preceded his sister's entrance. And then when he saw her he thought as he always thought, my God, but she's beautiful. But that was because Frank had a weakness for tall women. Like that barmaid at Finnegan's, whose actions he was still turning over in his mind.


     "Frank, darling," Pauline said, gliding toward him and kissing him on the cheek. "I hope you have good news for me."


     That Pauline was going to marry Hugh Westbrook made Frank very glad, among other reasons because she would be the one wife in all of Victoria who could be certain that her husband was faithful to her. Hugh Westbrook was no womanizer; he was known, in fact, for having only one great passion in his life—Merinda.


     "It took some diplomacy and the promise of the best orchestra Melbourne has to offer," Frank said, "plus an outrageous fee. But your wish has been granted.


     The letter finally arrived from London—Dame Lydia has agreed to sing at your wedding."


     "Oh Frank! Thank you!" Pauline said, hugging him. "Now everything will be perfect. How on earth am I going to wait six months!"


     Frank laughed and shook his head. Pauline was going to have no trouble occupying her time until the day of the wedding. The Melbourne Cup race was coming up, which meant the Governor's Ball and lots of parties and



several hunts, immediately after which came Christmas and the annual ball the Ormsbys gave at Strathfield, which always demanded every minute of Pauline's time. And then there was the New Year's midnight masquerade Colin and Christina MacGregor gave at Kilmarnock, which was usually followed by summer picnics and excursions to the sea.


     Pauline went to her dresser and began to comb out her hair. "I invited the MacGregors to dinner tonight, Frank. I hope you'll join us instead of hurrying off to your men's club."


     "I thought you didn't like the MacGregors."


     "I don't. But they have the station next to Merinda, and they will be my neighbors, so I thought I had best start cultivating their friendship.


     "Speaking of Merinda, Pauline," Frank said. "I ran into Hugh as I was leaving Melbourne."


     Pauline turned and looked at him. He noticed how just the mention of Hugh brought color to her cheeks and a sparkle to her eyes. "Oh Frank! Tell me he's on his way home!"


     Frank envied Westbrook; he doubted that the mention of his own name had ever affected a woman so. He found himself thinking of that flattering portrait; why had she done it, when she had done comical ones of everyone else? He had tried to talk to her before he left Finnegan's, but she had been busy serving a demanding crowd, and Frank had known that Pauline was waiting for him. "Yes, Pauline," he said. "Hugh is on his way home."


     "Then he should be back tomorrow. I'll plan a picnic—"


     "He probably won't be here for another two or three days, I was traveling alone on horseback, but Hugh is coming in a wagon. And with the child."


     "Oh," she said. "So the boy did come."


     "Yes." Frank looked down at his drink. The child had seemed a little strange, Frank thought, and there had been a haunted look in his eyes. "There's something else."


     She looked at him. "What?"


     "There was a woman in the wagon, too."


     "A woman?"


     "Yes. Hugh hired a sort of nanny off one of the immigrant ships. To care for the boy."




     Pauline stared at her brother. One of the reasons Hugh had given for insisting on a long engagement was that Merinda was unfit for a woman in its present state; he had said he wanted time to make it suitable for Pauline. But now he was taking another woman to live there!


     After a moment of jealousy, Pauline reminded herself of the immigrant women she had seen, and how many of them were grateful just to have a roof over their heads, no matter how crude that roof might be.


     "I know what you're thinking, my dear," Frank said. "But you only have yourself to blame. If you had offered to take care of the child yourself, Westbrook wouldn't have been forced to hire a nanny."


     "You're right, of course. And anyway, this might be a blessing. After all, we'll have someone to look after the boy when we go on our honeymoon. Remind me, what is the child's name?"


     "Adam," Frank said, turning to the liquor tray to refill his glass.


     As Pauline watched her brother, she realized he seemed preoccupied with his whiskey; he was avoiding looking at her.


     "Frank," she said. "What is it?"


     "What is what?"


     "Frank, I can read you like one of your own newspapers. There's something more. What is it?"


     "Well," he said, turning and looking at her. "You're going to hear about it sooner or later, so I'd rather it came from me. The nanny—she's young."


     "Young? How young?"


     "Oh, you know, I'm not good at judging ages."


     "How young, Frank?"


     He shrugged. "Well, not quite twenty, I'd say."


     "So she's a girl?"


     "No, not a girl, Pauline. A young woman."


     "I see." Pauline carefully set her hairbrush on the dressing table. "What does she look like?"


     "Well, she's, ah, not quite what you might expect. I mean, she doesn't look like an immigrant girl. She's very well dressed, for one thing."


     "Go on."


     Frank took a sip. "And some people might say she was pretty."




     Silence descended over the gowns and laces and bolts of fabrics. "Some people," Pauline said. "What about you? Did you think she was pretty?"


     "Well yes," Frank said. "I suppose."


     "Would you even say she was beautiful?"


     When he didn't reply, Pauline said, "I see. What is her name?"


     "Joanna Drury."


     Joanna Drury, Pauline thought. Young and beautiful Joanna Drury. Traveling for days in a wagon, alone on the Melbourne Highway with Hugh.


     Pauline felt a cold chill run through her body.


     "Well then!" Frank said, putting down his glass. "I'm ready for a bath and a change of clothes. I hope you'll forgive me, my dear, but I'm not up to facing the MacGregors for dinner tonight. Colin is such a bore with his constant talk about his lineage, and all poor Christina ever does is sigh. Do you mind?"


     But his sister wasn't listening.


     "Anyway," Frank said as he walked to the door. "I'll be out for the evening. I told John Reed I'd meet him at Finnegan's ..."


     Pauline didn't even hear the door close behind him. She was staring at herself in the mirror, and she was thinking: Frank is right. This is all my fault. I am responsible for the fact that Hugh hired a nursemaid. Well, I can also be responsible for seeing that she leaves. I shall tell Hugh that I want the child to come and live with me at Lismore until the wedding. And that, therefore, he does not require the services of a nanny.
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THREE






THERE'S A PLACE UP AHEAD WHERE WE'LL STOP FOR THE night," Hugh said, as the wagon rolled along a road shaded by eucalyptus trees. "I hope you don't mind camping out. There aren't many inns along this road, so most people just set up camp."


     It was late afternoon, and Melbourne seemed very far behind them as they rode in the country silence past green fields and farmhouses and great flocks of sheep with newborn lambs. It was October, and the plains of Victoria were alive with spring. Hugh had filled the past few hours since leaving the city telling Adam about Merinda, the new home he was going to, a sheep station in the Western District of the colony.


     "Sheep are what is going to make these colonies great, Miss Drury," he said. "The world needs wool and mutton, and we can provide all that it can use. If we work together—the colonies, I mean. We need to find ways to make the Australian colonies the first in the world in wool production. And I have an idea of how to do it."




     Joanna noticed that Adam was starting to get sleepy; she was glad they were going to be stopping soon.


     "Only a small part of this continent is inhabited, Miss Drury," Hugh went on. "Just the coastlines. The rest, the interior, is too harsh, too defeating, so it's going to waste. I've been working on a plan to produce a new breed of sheep, one that can live in that kind of country. If I'm successful, then we can make use of that wasteland, and run millions of sheep on it."


     Joanna noticed that Hugh spoke slowly, with pauses between his sentences, his words measured. There was none of the hurry to get something said, the way Joanna had heard people speak at the social clubs on the military outposts in India. She thought of Hugh Westbrook as a man who had never had to compete for a chance to talk; he hadn't known crowds. The pauses between his phrases reflected a life of solitude. "You sound very determined, Mr. Westbrook," she said.


     "I am."


     Adam suddenly sat up and pointed. There were people in the road directly ahead, some on horseback, some on foot. There was shouting, and fists were being waved.


     "What is it, Mr. Westbrook?" Joanna said. "What do you suppose is happening?"


     Hugh snapped the reins and when they drew up at the scene, they saw a man on horseback raising a whip and threatening to "beat the life out of the whole lot o' you!"


     Hugh got down from the wagon and called out, "Hoy there. What's the trouble?"


     Joanna realized that the men on horseback were white, while those on foot were black. Aborigines. They were poorly dressed, and she guessed that they were a family, for there was an elderly couple, some men and women, and a few children; they were carrying blankets and bundles on their backs.


     The man with the whip was saying to Hugh, "They tried to rob us! Flagged us down and asked for handouts, and while we weren't looking, had their kids try to steal from our packhorses!"


     "No, boss," said the eldest of the group, an old man with a white beard



and eyes so deeply recessed beneath heavy brows that they could not be seen. "Not true," he said, shaking his head. "We don't rob, we don't steal."


     "I saw you, old man!" the one on horseback said. Then he turned to Hugh. "Gotta watch 'em every minute. Steal you blind, they will."


     As the arguing continued, Joanna felt the eyes of the Aboriginal women on her. They seemed to stare so intently that she became suddenly uneasy.


     Finally the men on horseback spurred their horses and rode off, while the Aborigine elder said to Hugh, "That one a liar, boss."


     "Maybe so," Hugh said. He looked at the family huddled close together, at their cast-off clothing, the children clinging to the women's dresses. "Do you have anything to sell today?" Hugh asked. "I could use some good baskets. Or maybe possum-skin blankets."


     "No blankets, boss," the old man said. "No baskets." The women were whispering among themselves, and the elder turned to them, then turned back and said, "My wife. She say she can tell your fortunes."


     "Yes," Hugh said with a smile. "All right then." He reached into his pocket and brought out some coins.


     The oldest of the women stepped up to the wagon, looked carefully at Joanna, and then stared hard. She held up her hands and said something in a language Joanna didn't understand.


     "What is she saying?" Hugh asked the old man.


     "She say there is something about your missus. Shadows be around her. Shadow of a dog. Following your missus. She say she see the shadow of dog there, behind your missus."


     Adam glanced around, but Joanna froze. The recurring nightmare suddenly came back to her—the nightmare from the ship, the dog, the funeral; the serpent made of stars.


     "May I ask her a question?" Joanna said. "I'd like to know if she can interpret dreams."


     "Dreams are an important part of their beliefs," Hugh said. "What do you want to know?"


     "What does it mean to dream of a serpent—a giant serpent?"


     When Hugh turned to repeat the question to the old man, the elder suddenly threw up his hands and said something Hugh did not understand.




     "What is it, Mr. Westbrook?" Joanna asked.


     "I'm afraid we've broken a taboo. They're not allowed to talk about the Serpent."


     "I don't understand. What serpent? Wait, please don't let them go! I want them to explain something to me."


     Joanna watched the old man quickly gather the family together and guide them off the road and into the trees. The old woman looked back once, and then she was gone.


     As Hugh climbed back up into the wagon and took up the reins, he said, "I'm sorry, Miss Drury, but there are just some things the Aborigines won't talk about."


     "She knew something," Joanna said. "I wonder what."


     Hugh gave Joanna a puzzled look, then said, "Miss Drury, you're trembling. Is something the matter?"


     "That old woman knows something about me. I could tell by the way she looked at me. She knew about the dog that nearly killed me and that somehow caused my mother to die."


     "I don't think so," Hugh said. "She said she was telling your future. There must be a dog in your future."


     "No," Joanna said, as the wagon moved along into the twilight. "I know what she was referring to." The shadows, Joanna thought. What do they mean?


     She turned to Hugh and said, "What is significant about serpents?"


     "Well, there's something called the Rainbow Serpent, and it's part of their mythology. I can't tell you much, except that the Rainbow Serpent is a creature of destruction. I believe the Aborigines feel it is something to be very much afraid of."


     "Rainbow Serpent," she murmured, thinking of the references to dreams about a "colored snake" in her mother's diary.


     "What was the fight about just now, Mr. Westbrook? Why were those men so upset with these people?"


     "They claim the Aborigines were trying to steal from them, but I doubt that they were."


     "But one of them was going to whip the old man. Why?"




     "Unfortunately, some white people are afraid of the Aborigines. They think they have special powers—supernatural powers. And so they fear them."


     "And do they have supernatural powers?"


     "Some people believe they do. I don't know. I've seen Aborigines do extraordinary things." Hugh guided the two-horse team along the country road. "Who's to say why? White men weren't even in this part of the country as little as thirty-five years ago. We hardly know the race that lived here for thousands and thousands of years before we came. Some of us have made friends with them. I have an Aboriginal girl, Sarah, working at my station—she helps Ping-Li in the cookhouse, and does the laundry. And I have Aboriginal stockhands; they're good workers. And then there's Ezekiel, who's older than time and remembers when his people had never set eyes on a white person. We get along, most Aborigines and myself. But I have to admit that I don't understand them as well as I do white men."


     What had the old woman seen, Joanna wondered, when she looked at me? "Where are they going, Mr. Westbrook?" she said. "The old man and his family?"


     "Nowhere, really. They're just wandering out of instinct. Now that their land has been taken up by white settlers, the Aborigines don't have anywhere to go. I've heard that this road used to be what they called a songline. Maybe that's why we ran into them here."


     "A songline?"


     "I'm not sure I can explain it to you," he said. "Songlines are part of the Aborigines' sacred lore, their beliefs. It's taboo for them to speak about sacred things, especially to a white man, and so there is little we know about them. But as near as I can determine, songlines are like invisible tracks. They mark the routes the Aborigine ancestors walked, thousands of years ago, and on up until fairly recently—thirty-five years or so ago, anyway, even less in some parts. Songlines are sort of like invisible roads, crisscrossing the continent. Apparently way back the ancestors walked all over Australia, and as they walked they sang out the names of everything they encountered. They believed they were singing the world into existence. The Aborigines believe that song is existence—to sing is to live. And that is why, too, to the



Aborigines, everything in nature is sacred—rocks, trees, water-holes. Even," he said, leaning toward Adam, "even little boys who won't talk!"


     Adam gave Hugh a wary look, and then a shy smile.


     Joanna watched the countryside slowly surrender to the night, and with twilight came a strange kind of silence, a settling of the world. Joanna wondered about the Australia of those far-off times. Was there something from back then, some ancient magic embodied in her, in her family, as her mother had seemed to believe?


     Joanna's grandparents had been here at just about the time Hugh Westbrook said the native people had begun to lose their ownership of the land. Had an elder, much like the one she had just encountered, spoken some sort of curse on John and Naomi Makepeace and their three-and-a-half-year-old child, Emily?


     She tried to imagine what kind of invisible lines the ancients might have walked, what kind of songs they might have sung. She thought of her mother being born here, living here as a child. She thought of the Aborigines they had just passed. Perhaps it had been a person like one of them, thirty-seven years ago, who had taken the child Emily to the authorities, and put her on a boat for England. Had it been the woman who kept appearing in Lady Emily's memory-dreams?


     They must have still had dignity then, those Aborigines of her mother's childhood. But the natives she had just seen appeared to be a sad and dejected group, moving slowly along out of instinct, with nowhere to go, no destination—on the move because of some vague dream, an inherited compulsion that, Joanna now speculated, might be not unlike the compulsion that had brought her here. The compulsion that had pressed her mother to want to return to the place where she was born, in the hope of retracing the patterns of her life. Her own family's song-line, in a way.


     Joanna peered ahead into the darkness, and saw the thin ribbon of road disappearing into it. She imagined that this road might become her own songline, and wondered: If she followed it far enough, would she come to the end—and to the beginning?


     They set up camp at a site called Emu Creek, where other families had pitched tents and lit campfires. A smoky pall hung over the campground;



children laughed and ran about, and the aroma of coffee and bacon filled the air.


     "Who are all these people?" Joanna asked as they sat beside their own fire, waiting for the tea to boil.


     "A lot of them are shearers," Hugh said, stirring the tea in what he had called a billycan. "Shearing season is about to start and the gangs are on the road. The rest are families headed out to farms in the west and up north." Joanna looked around in wonder. The night air seemed to pulsate with life, its rhythm invading her and sharpening her excitement. So many people on the move!


     Hugh found himself noticing how pretty Joanna looked, how gracefully her body leaned toward the fire, and he was surprised to realize that he was comparing her to Pauline, the woman he was soon to marry.


     He looked over at Adam, who was exploring the perimeter of their tiny camp. "The boy seems to be a little better now," he said to Joanna. "I just hope this journey won't be too hard on him. It'll take us four or five days to get to Merinda, depending. I'll make a bed for you and Adam in the wagon, and I'll sleep here by the fire."


     "There is something strange about his not speaking," Joanna said. "He hasn't said a word since we left Melbourne. It's as if he has withdrawn inside himself and is hiding there, with a secret that he can't bring himself to tell. If only we knew how his mother died. Perhaps it would explain his hysterical episodes, and why he won't talk."


     Hugh looked at Joanna and he wanted to say: You have secrets, too, which you aren't telling.


     "Tell me about this place you're looking for," he said. "You said it was called Karra Karra."


     Joanna reached into the bag that she had set by her feet, and brought out a yellowed piece of paper. "This deed is very old," she said as she handed it to him. "Unfortunately, the ink has faded. We weren't able to make out when and where it was signed."


     As Westbrook looked the paper over, he could make out certain phrases:—"Two days' ride from ... and twenty kilometers from Bo—Creek." There was an illegible signature and an official-looking seal. At some time



in its history, the paper had been exposed to water; the date of the deed was nearly obliterated. "It's impossible to tell from this document where the land might be," he said. "But you say it's near a place called Karra Karra. That is most likely an Aboriginal place name, and a lot of those names have been changed over the years, some of them so long ago that the original names have been lost."


     "I shall find it somehow," she said, as she rolled up the paper and replaced it in her bag. "I must."


     The tea was boiling, and as Hugh poured it into two enamel mugs, he said, "I can't help feeling, Miss Drury, that this Karra Karra means something more to you than just being a piece of land you've inherited."


     She called to Adam that he would have to go to bed soon, then she said, "Yes, I think it might be a lot more than just that, Mr. Westbrook. It might be the place where my mother was born. That was something she wanted to find out all her life. My mother and father were the only family I had, so it's important to me to do those things for her that she was not able to do."


     Westbrook tasted his tea. "My mother died giving birth to me. After that, it was just my father and me. We were rootless, we never had a home. We traveled around the outback taking jobs where we could, moving from town to town like forwarded letters. He died when I was fifteen. A horse threw him, he was killed instantly. We were on our way to a shearing job. I buried him under the only tree for miles around. And I've been on my own ever since."


     He paused, took a sip, and said, "That's why I told the authorities in South Australia that I would take Adam. A child needs a home, a family."


     "He's lucky to have you, Mr. Westbrook," Joanna said.


     Hugh looked at Joanna for a moment, seeing moonlight reflected in amber eyes, then he said, "What did you want to ask the old woman back there about a giant serpent?"


     "It has something to do with my mother." Joanna found herself reaching into her bag again and bringing out a book. "My mother had nightmares, and often they were about a giant serpent. One of the strange things is that after her death I too began to dream of a monstrous snake. It's all recorded in here."


     She handed the book to Hugh, who opened it to the front page. He read



the inscription: "To Emily Makepeace on the day of her wedding, from Major Petronius Drury, her loving husband, July 12, 1850."


     "It's a kind of memory book," Joanna explained. "My mother started it as a diary, but then she thought that if she recorded her dreams, and any memories, however brief, that came back to her, she might be able to work out the blank places in her life. And also the—"


     Hugh looked up from the book. "And also the what?" he said.


     "I don't know that you want to hear about it. I'm afraid it's going to sound so odd."


     Hugh smiled and said, "Go ahead."


     Joanna spoke more quietly. "My mother believed that there was some sort of a ... curse on her family. She had no proof of it, it was just a feeling she had."


     "What sort of a curse?"


     "I don't know. She didn't know. But she thought it might have been Aboriginal."


     Hugh stared at her, then said, "Please go on."


     Joanna spoke hesitantly, telling him about the rabid dog that had come into the military compound where they were living, and how Lady Emily had stepped in to save Joanna from its attack, how a soldier had killed it just in time. And then how Lady Emily had developed the fatal symptoms of rabies a few days later. "She believed right until the end that it was the curse that had done it—a poison, she called it."


     "A poison? Why a poison?"


     "I don't know. She said she had dreamt it. She also believed that the curse had been passed on to me."


     "Do you believe that?"


     "I don't know what to believe, Mr. Westbrook. But I can't shake the feeling that ... something, I don't know what, surrounds me. Maybe it's just some kind of bad luck, or whatever you might call it."


     When he gave her a dubious look, she said, "The ship that I came out on was becalmed, in a place where the captain said it had never happened before. We were stopped for days on the ocean, Mr. Westbrook. Our water supply was threatened."




     "So? These things happen."


     She sighed and said, "Yes, I know. And I know it sounds outrageous. But I had a dream, back in India before I left. I dreamt it all—what was going to happen. And it turned out to be exactly like the dream."


     "Well, that's odd, but it does happen sometimes. I don't see why you need to think you were the cause of it. Miss Drury, did you know at that time that you were coming to Australia?"


     "Yes."


     "Then perhaps what you had was a nightmare that's quite common to people who are about to travel. A lot of people are afraid of sailing. Ships are lost at sea rather frequently; it's a dangerous way to travel. Your mind was worried, that's all."


     "Most people dream of shipwrecks or drowning, Mr. Westbrook. Not of being becalmed."


     He flipped through the diary, and noticed that some of the earlier pages contained recipes for medicines and remedies. "Your mother appears to have known a lot about medicine," he said.


     "We moved frequently; my father was an officer with the British army. And very often we found ourselves in places where there was no doctor. My mother learned from the local native healers, she read books, she taught herself. She took care of my father and me, our household servants, and sometimes even wounded soldiers."


     "How did she become interested in healing? Was her father a doctor?"


     "No, I think he was a minister. A missionary, actually, to Aborigines somewhere here in Australia."


     "I see," Hugh said. Noticing that her cup was empty, he said, "Here, let me refill that for you." When he handed the cup back, he said, "So that's why your mother thought the curse, or poison, was Aboriginal—she lived among them for a while, as a child."


     "She suspected that she might have, but she couldn't remember—except perhaps in her dreams."


     "Maybe that's where she inherited her interest in healing—from the Aborigines. They were a very healthy race when the white men first came here. They knew how to take care of just about any ailment. In fact, you told me



your mother used eucalyptus oil in her remedies. Until very recently, the eucalyptus tree wasn't even found outside of Australia."


     Just then Adam came over to Joanna, and Hugh said, "Speaking of which, Adam doesn't look too well. What's the matter, son? Does your head hurt?"


     Joanna put her hand on the boy's forehead and discovered that it was hot. "Do you have a headache, Adam?" she asked, and when he nodded, she said, "I'll give you something that will make you feel better." She took a small ivory box from her bag, and when she opened it, Hugh saw an array of tiny bottles. Joanna poured a few drops from one into the rest of her tea for Adam. "What's that?" Hugh said.


     "It's willow-bark extraction. It will ease his pain and reduce the fever. He must have banged his head very hard on that pier. Here you go, Adam. Drink this down, and then to bed with you."


     After Adam was settled and asleep in the back of the wagon, Joanna said, "Has he always had trouble talking?"


     "I don't believe so. Whenever Mary wrote to me, she always said Adam was a happy, healthy boy. But the authorities in South Australia said he was mute when they found him, and they were unable to get him to speak."


     "We have to encourage him to talk about what happened. But slowly, in his own time. Could we possibly write to the authorities for more details about him? Perhaps if they can tell us what happened, we might be able to find a way to help him over it."


     "I'll send a letter as soon as we get to Merinda."


     "It is kind of you to take Adam, Mr. Westbrook. I think that, even more than most children, he will need a strong sense that he belongs somewhere."


     "When his father died, I wrote to Mary, inviting her and the baby to come and live at Merinda. But the farm had been Joe's dream, she said, and she wanted to keep it going. I sent her money, but perhaps I should have done more."


     "Well, you're helping her now. You're taking care of her son, and I'm sure she is somehow aware of it."


     "Perhaps. The Aborigines believe the dead are always with us. They go back to the Dreaming, but they are still with us."




     "The Dreaming?"


     Hugh picked up a stick and stirred the embers. "It's a concept white men have little understanding of, myself included."


     Joanna stared at him; she thought of one of the memory dreams her mother had described in the diary: "I dreamt again about waiting at a cave. I am small, I am being held in someone's arms. I see women emerging from a dark red mouth. Is it the cave? They are dark, they are carrying things, they are singing. A white woman appears, and I realize it is my mother. She is naked; how pale her skin is, compared to the other women. I call to her, but she doesn't look at me. She has a strange expression on her face, and I am suddenly very afraid."


     What was this, a dream or another buried memory, or both? Joanna wondered. Why had her mother cared enough to write it down?


     Hugh was saying: "As nearly as I can judge, the Dreamtime, or the Dreaming, is what the Aborigines call the distant past, when the first people walked the earth and sang everything into creation. Their spirituality is very earthbound. From the earth we come, by the earth we are sustained, and when we die, to the earth we return. To wound the earth is to wound ourselves. That's why the Aborigines never developed farming or mining or anything that altered the environment in any way. They were not just part of nature, they were nature."


     "Mr. Westbrook," Joanna said, "do they have the power to put a curse on someone? Can they destroy someone that way?"


     "Let me just say that they have a certain power, and they certainly might put a curse on someone. But I'm not sure it would matter, unless that person believed that it did."


     "Then the way to be safe is simply not to believe in it?"


     A spark suddenly exploded in the fire and shot up into the sky.


     "You don't really believe there is a curse on you, do you?" Hugh said quietly.


     "I don't know," she said. "I know it must sound terribly farfetched. But I have to find out. Mr. Westbrook, we saw Aborigines begging in Melbourne, and we have seen them on the road since. Are there any left who still live the way they used to? The way they did even thirty-five years ago?"




     "You want to know if the Aborigines at Karra Karra still have the power that's frightening you."


     "Might they still be there?"


     Struck by her intensity, Hugh said, "I believe, Miss Drury, that the Aborigines who live in the outback practice the old ways. But they are many miles from here, deep in the interior, which is a great big inhospitable desert. How they live today is anyone's guess. There are probably over a million square miles that remain to be explored. There could be all kinds of things out there that we don't know about." He smiled and said, "But I don't think you're cursed, Miss Drury. I really don't."


     She looked up at the sky, at the unfamiliar stars, and wondered if Karra Karra was near or far, and whether she was going to find it, and how, and when. And she thought of her mother, tormented and fearful all her life, finally believing she was being stalked by some terrible Unknown, and succumbing in the end to a lingering death at a young age. Joanna's throat tightened, and she suddenly felt afraid and alone.


     When Westbrook saw how the firelight glowed on her face, the tension in her posture, he thought she looked very young and very beautiful. He searched for something to say, then began to recite softly:


"Behold the cheery campfire,


A light of glitter and gleams,


And the camping ground so crowded


With tents and men and teams;


And weary jests are driven


And the favorite songs are sung,


And harmony is given


Through strength of heart and lung."



     Joanna looked at him and smiled. "That was lovely," she said. "Who wrote it?"


     "I did. It's something I do to pass the time as I'm watching over sheep."


     Their eyes held across the dying campfire, and then Joanna looked away.



She reached for her shawl and drew it around her shoulders. "Are autumn evenings always this chilly here?"


     "This isn't autumn, it's spring."


     "Oh yes, of course. I'd forgotten. It's strange to think of October as springtime ..."


     "Don't worry, Miss Drury," Hugh said. "We'll find some answers for you. After all, we made a bargain. Pretty soon we'll be at Merinda, and we can start working on your problem then. In the meantime, I don't believe in curses or the Rainbow Serpent, so you're safe with me."
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FOUR






FOR AS FAR AS YOU CAN SEE," HUGH SAID, "ALL THIS IS MERINDA." Joanna was spellbound; it was as if she were gazing out over a sea of green, fertile pastures, gently rising and falling beneath the cloudless sky. A fresh wind blew, snapping her skirt and the brim of Hugh's hat. Overhead, a wedge-tailed eagle rode air currents, and in the distance smoky mountains rose up, their summits curiously curved like a row of waves, as if the mountains had once been an ocean rolling to shore, but were now frozen in stone.


     "Merinda's only five thousand sheep on seven thousand acres now, but it will grow," Hugh said.


     "Why is your station called Merinda, Mr. Westbrook?"


     "Merinda is the Aboriginal name for this place. It means 'beautiful woman.'"


     "Was it named for a beautiful woman, do you know?"


     He looked at Joanna and saw that in the sunlight her amber eyes darkened to a deep honey color. And the thought flashed into his mind that the



beautiful woman was here, now. "No one knows," he said, "although there are legends. The story goes that a long time ago, perhaps in the Dreamtime, there was a young woman named Merinda. She was a song-woman, which meant she kept all the songs and songlines of her clan. Everybody in a clan knows some of the songs, but only a song-woman or a song-man knows all of them, because to know all of them is to possess the clan's power. The legend goes that one day a member of a rival clan across the river decided to steal Merinda's power, so that he could drive away her people and keep the good hunting and fishing grounds for himself. He kidnapped Merinda and tried to force her to tell him the songs. But she refused, and died without uttering a sound, leaving her people safe."


     "Did that happen here?"


     "According to the legend, she died somewhere in this area."


     "What happened to the Aborigines who used to live here?" Joanna asked.


     "They died off, mostly. When the first settlers arrived, the local natives thought that they were only passing through, that they were searching for their homeland.


     But when the white men stayed and began pushing the Aborigines off their ancestral land, fighting broke out, and it was very bloody. If anything was stolen from a white man's farm, he and his neighbors would ride out and slaughter the first blacks they came upon, whether they were the guilty ones or not. And then the Aborigines would retaliate by burning the farm, murdering the white man's family, and destroying his stock. There was wholesale slaughter—entire tribes were massacred by white men who claimed to be defending their land. And then the natives who had managed to survive began to succumb to diseases their bodies had no immunity against—smallpox, measles, influenza. It's estimated that within the first few years after the convicts arrived, thousands of Aborigines died of illness alone."


     In a short time, Hugh added, with their families and tribes broken up, the Aborigines began to lose their sense of unity, their culture. They started hanging around the settlements, expecting handouts. They developed a taste for alcohol. The children began to beg; the women became prostitutes.


     "As a result," Hugh said, "the ancient knowledge is vanishing. With the



breakup of the tribes, the young Aborigines have no way of learning the customs and laws of their ancestors. If this keeps up, then someday their culture will vanish altogether."


     Joanna looked at the green pastures bordered by hedges and fences stretching to the base of the mountains, with stately old trees and tall eucalypts dotting the plain, and great flocks of sheep ebbing and flowing over the landscape. "It's hard to imagine that a place so beautiful as this," she murmured, "could have been the setting for tragedy." And then she wondered, did the Aborigines her mother perhaps once lived with suffer a similar fate?
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