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Surveyor-General Goyder’s line, drawn in 1865, demarcates areas in the colony with good rainfall (those below the line) and areas where the annual rainfall would never sustain agriculture (those areas above the line). Farina is well north of Goyder’s line.

Although actual place-names feature in the narrative, as well as the bygone rise and decline of Farina railhead, the characters and storyline are entirely imaginary.
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Adelaide, 1882

Skipp regards his pocket watch, already nine thirty. Sitting across from him, Theodore Darrington’s bald head is bowed over the contract, whiffs of beeswax wafting from his glowing skin.

Theodore looks up, lowers his spectacles to the tip of his nose, and looks over them, a twinkle in his eyes. ‘Presently, once the papers are signed, you’ll be the legal owner of Farina Bakery, a three bedroom furnished cottage, a vegetable plot, and an orchard,’ he says, handing over the document.

Owning his own home and business has for so long been out of reach, Skipp’s pulse is racing. He will never again be at the mercy of a stingy landlord. Scanning the document he notes the property is owned by Mr Joseph Elliot and Miss Eliza Elliot. Present at his previous meeting with the solicitor, Miss Elliot made no mention of a co-owner. Skipp mulls over these new revelations. ‘Does Mr Elliot live in Farina?’ he asks.

‘His whereabouts are unknown. Miss Elliot is convinced he’ll never return to Farina, due to accumulated debts and matters of a personal nature.’ Theodore gives a coffee- stained smile. Using a pencil, he taps on the clause in the contract giving Miss Elliot the right to sell the property. ‘Miss Elliot financed the enterprise in a bid to assist her wayward brother. As the business is lying idle she has decided to sell.’

‘So Mr Elliot woke up one morning and left town, just like that?’ asks Skipp, his gaze turning to the east facing window, its mosaic of opaque green shards blocking out the morning sun.

‘He hasn’t been seen since.’

Skipp draws in a deep breath. The sudden musty smell of old newspapers, tobacco and coffee, turns his stomach. He removes the cheque from his coat pocket, unfolds it, takes a lingering look, and places it on the lawyer’s desk. Using the dip pen provided, he signs on the dotted line.

‘The former baker’s apprentice and his mother, Mrs Florence Hardy, will provide you with a set of keys for each of the premises. I’ve informed them of your intention not to employ an apprentice,’ Theodore says, rising to his feet and finding his balance before moving towards Skipp and offering his hand.

Responding with a hearty handshake, Skipp thanks the solicitor for delivering the contract to his sister, Faith Ellsworth, as previously arranged. He leaves the room and hurries down the dim-lit stairway. In the street again, sunshine lighting up his red hair, he climbs onto the wagon where Beth and Tillie have been waiting. ‘We’re property owners,’ he smiles, taking the reins. Clicking his tongue he urges the horse on, and sets off across the bustling town of Adelaide. ‘It’ll be great to live in a house with a bit of land. You’ll have your own orchard and a vegie patch,’ he says, as if Farina were just around the corner.

‘We don’t know anything about gardening, Papa,’ Beth responds.

‘It can’t be that hard to grow a few turnips,’ Skipp says. They turn left into Grenville Street, flanked by deep trenches where a boggy mix of animal excrement and waste water gurgles past. The noxious stench from Burford’s soap and candle factory hovers in the air. The tanneries smell of putrefying animal flesh. As they pass, Beth and Tillie clap a scented handkerchief to their noses. Skipp wants to vomit.

All along the road are workers’ row houses no larger than ten feet in width, where large families live in three small rooms. Despite this, the ragged children are strong boned, muscular and bronzed. Many forego a formal education. Those fortunate enough to attend school often leave before their tenth birthday and work long arduous hours in the tanneries, factories, breweries, sawmills, and slaughter houses.

They turn into King William Street where Skipp stops the wagon to regard the heart of Adelaide. Beth’s eyes sweep in all the views of her beloved town. The imposing spires of churches and cathedrals can be seen from all quarters. The Italianate post office stands tall with a flared cupola roof, a clock and a bell tower. The other side of the road boasts the Town Hall, and Beth remembers dancing in its spacious ballrooms and enjoying concerts in the auditorium. In Victoria Square stands the Supreme Court with its façade of sandstone and thick columns. There is also the water fountain, Beth’s favored meeting place, with its shell-shaped basin and an ornamental spout from which cool water flows for all to drink.

Tillie weaves her arm into Beth’s.

Looking straight ahead, Skipp assures his daughters they’ll see Adelaide again.

‘Farina’s more than three hundred miles away,’ Beth says. ‘You make it sound like we’re going on a picnic.’

Before leaving town, they go a little out of their way to look at their former residence in Hindley Street. They notice the landlord has already posted a sign on the door: bakery for lease. They’d lived in a flat above the bakery all their lives. Skipp’s father had owned the building before gambling it away in a single drunken night. Despite the humiliation, life went on relatively unchanged. The old landlord was fair and Skipp’s father continued running the business until his death, after which Skipp took over. Everything changed when the old landlord died and his son-in-law, Harley Entwisle, took control. The more profit the bakery made, the more rent he demanded. It was Harley’s unwelcome advances toward Beth that strengthened Skipp’s resolve to move elsewhere.

‘Can we go now, Papa? Mr Entwisle’s gawping out the window.’

‘Bloody mongrel, never done a good day’s work in his life,’ Skipp mutters.

Travelling north they pass Government House set amongst rolling green lawns and rows of yellow dahlias in full bloom. They cross the City Bridge. The Torrens River is mirror smooth in the glowing morning sunlight. They pass St. Peter’s Cathedral and Beth is already missing Adelaide and all those stately buildings and their associated privileges. Her destiny lies not with this magnificent city panorama, but in a dreary little village in the back of beyond. The tears start when she thinks of her school in the lush surrounds of Unley Park. Monday morning she would normally be sitting in Miss Honoria’s language class. She recalls their discussions about farina, Latin for flour, and her teacher saying Government Gums was renamed Farina due to the abundant rainfall and ubiquitous wheat crops thriving in the area.

On the outskirts of town, beyond the clamour of industry, cattle and sheep roam freely on grassy pastures demarcated by bottle-green hedgerows. ‘Them farm animals got a better life than most drudges in Adelaide,’ Skipp quips.

‘Who on earth would choose to be a farm animal?’ Beth says, deadpan.

Tillie already misses her auntie who having funded their education made no secret of her disappointment they were leaving. Aunt Faith is convinced their new business venture will fail and Skipp will come crawling back within months, ‘with his tail between his legs’, was her turn of phrase. From her regular eavesdropping Tillie has heard it’s something to do with Farina being north of Goyder’s line. How a surveyor’s line drawing could affect their business is beyond her comprehension, but she hopes her auntie is wrong.

The road north is reasonably level. Golden fields of sweet-scented wattle trees and lofty eucalypts thrive all along the water channels. To the east are undulating lightly timbered hills. As their new home is furnished they are able to travel light: clothes, bric-a-brac, and food provisions. Skipp had held an auction and sold all their furniture for almost forty-five pounds. There is also Rebecca’s jewellery which he hopes for his daughters’ sake never to part with.

The next day, North of Salisbury, the wagon plods along the bumpy road. With no bows to speak of, it’s just a wooden box protected from the weather by a sheet of canvas tied down on all four sides. A plank of hardwood serves as a seat, covered in a thick length of sheep skin to soften the blows when the wheels hit large stones, stumps, or sink into deep ruts.

‘Can we rest soon, Papa?’ Tillie asks. ‘Harry looks tired.’

The horse whinnies.

‘Good Lord, he understood.’ Skipp responds with a rich belly laugh, straining his chalk-dry throat. ‘We’ll stop for a cuppa soon.’

‘With bread and honey?’

‘My oath.’

They pull into a clearing and gather wood. Skipp sets about making a fire, and soon the billycan is boiling.

‘How many miles have we done, Papa?’ Tillie asks as she spreads honey on thick slices of bread, using a fallen tree trunk as a table.

‘Not enough. From tomorrow on we’d better start earlier.’

‘Will we stay in Gawler tonight?’

‘We’ll see. We don’t want to push the horse too hard. We’ll have a better idea of his endurance in a few days. I’ve packed a canvas tent for them times we bush it.’

‘What if wild dogs creep into camp?’

‘Dingoes are cowering little mongrels,’ he says, throwing his arm around Tillie.

‘What about the black people?’

‘They won’t bother us if we don’t bother them.’

‘My friends at school told me snakes crawl into tents to keep warm at night.’

‘If anything comes slithering into camp Harry’ll stamp his powerful hooves and frighten it away. So there’s nothing to worry about, is there?’

Drained of potential perils, Tillie declares their bakery will be the best in the outback.

‘Farina Bakery,’ Skipp repeats several times enjoying how the words taste as crisp and fresh as crusty bread on his tongue.

‘I’ll plant corn and potatoes. And an apple and a peach tree.’

‘There’s already an orchard, Tillie,’ he says, getting up and kicking dirt into the smouldering fire.

‘Then we’ll plant strawberries.’

‘What about you Beth?’ asks Skipp.

Beth shrugs, too busy observing the myriad of tiny ants appearing from nowhere to gather stray breadcrumbs.

‘Come on, giv’us a smile Lovie, you’re as miserable as a bandicoot.’

‘I don’t feel like talking.’

‘Not feeling crook are we?’

‘I’m just taking it all in, Papa. That’s all.’

Covering between two and four miles an hour on an increasingly rough road, they’ve kept up a routine of travelling for seven or eight hours a day, including in that time three hours repose. They come across creeks, many of them dry, and when there are no bridges they drive through them, at times sticking in sand down to the hub. As far as the eye can see is a boundless rugged land covered in straw-yellow grass as high as corn. Every so often a kangaroo, an emu or several bustards dart across the track, but there are fewer and fewer people around. Apart from a few fishing trips from Glenelg, Skipp has never travelled beyond Adelaide. He feels free in that vast open space, yet somehow exposed, as if all that space would swallow him whole. If only there were other wagons alongside his. A wave of doubt stirs in his gut. He must have rocks in his head for leaving a prosperous town like Adelaide. He has uprooted his family like an apple tree wrenched from a thriving orchard. Hidden beneath his seat is a rifle, he has never used it on a man, but he’d use it if he has to. ‘A day at a time,’ he murmurs. Shoving negative thoughts aside, he pours all his attention into his new business venture. His bakery so clear in his mind’s eye the aroma of hot bread floods his nostrils.
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A modest building of some twenty by sixteen feet, Farina public school sits on the northern end of the main road. Clad in corrugated iron and internally lined with match-boarding, the building relies on its wrap-around covered verandah for shade. There are no trees or shrubs to soften the stony landscape. With two large tanks, one on either side of the building, it’s not unusual for children to drench themselves with water during the stifling summer months. Twelve pupils attend the school, ranging in age from six to thirteen years. Absenteeism is common as many of the children are expected to help on the farms or mind their younger siblings.

Mr Douglas Langley or as his students nickname him, Mr Lanky (he is way over six foot tall, pencil thin and long-limbed), places his cane upright against the wall. He sits mindfully on his solid oak chair, for all too often he finds a crushed cockroach or a dead arachnid spread across his seat. This kind of amusement irks him. He dislikes children and their silly pranks. What he detests most in his charges is their tiresome preoccupation with the bodily functions, particularly flatulence. He takes no joy in teaching, but given the choice of taking over his father’s cotton mill in Cheshire or travelling to Australia he is glad he chose the latter. Whilst Farina heat is at times unbearable, the incessant rain and icy English winters aggravate his gout.

Besides a meagre teaching salary, he receives a generous allowance from his wealthy father. Julius Langley is content his older son has opted for an altruistic vocation.

Douglas had rarely exhibited such benevolence as a child. He recalls his father’s words with affection, ‘good for you son, it’s a virtuous calling to educate the convicts, migrants, and dimwits in the colonies; those poor sods who are not in the position to receive a decent education in the mother country.’

Douglas instructs his pupils to remain silent while he prepares his lessons. He exercises admirable composure, even when Timothy Robertson takes to the floor, his frail body rigid from another respiratory attack. The boy causes havoc, indulging in mindless larks, or worse, losing his temper and throwing books across the room. On bad days, Douglas locks the boy in the stationary cupboard until he calms down, or falls asleep.

A light breeze tainted by an earthy waft of cattle and chicken dung drifts through the windows which are not fitted with glass panes. When temperatures soar, Douglas keeps the shutters closed and his pupils work by the pale light poking through the gaps in the carpentry. Despite the seasonal steamy conditions, he rarely removes his tobacco scented waistcoat, a cherished gift from his father before he left the old country.

Waving his spindly, spread-eagled fingers to and fro, his head count confirms one child is missing.

‘Where is Master Robertson today?’ he asks, his large brown eyes scanning the classroom.

A frizzy haired girl raises her hand and is permitted to speak. ‘Tim has passed away, sir.’

‘My stars, what happened?’

‘He drowned in the creek, sir,’ says the girl, teary.

Douglas feels a strong sense of relief, though being one child down is a nuisance. If the numbers further decline, the little government school could be closed and he’d find himself back in Adelaide. His pay would be enhanced but so would his workload. He has no desire to waste his evenings preparing lessons and marking workbooks. Farina suits him, rarely does a parent ask to see his curriculum and if they do he tells them their child will only ever achieve the minimum standard.

‘When was he found, Miss Baxter?’

‘Yesterday. Mama told me he were as blue as foxgloves in bloom.’

‘He was as blue as foxgloves in bloom, not he were. It’s such a fine simile, pity to spoil it with poor grammar.’

‘Sorry, Mr Langley. He was as blue as foxgloves in bloom.’

‘Thank you, Miss Baxter,’ he says, clutching his chain watch and examining the time. He instructs his pupils to open their history books to the French Revolution. There’s an immediate exasperated sigh, a yawning in unison. The children have for some weeks been studying eighteenth century France, yet they know very little about their own colony. Mr Langley may be preaching the wonders of liberty, equality and fraternity espoused in the revolution, but he rarely applies such democratic principles to his progenies. Any child who dares to question the schoolmaster’s choice of subject matter would soon feel the steely sting of the cane.

On the day of Timothy Robertson’s funeral all the shops are closed for the morning and the British flag sails at half-mast. Most of the townsfolk join the funeral procession, their dark clothes at odds with a clear blue sky. As her legs keep giving way, Tim’s mother is supported by Florence Hardy and Glenys Shanahan. Tim’s father and older brother are holding the small white painted coffin, one on either side gripping the rope handles. They continue until they reach the little chapel where the local chaplain conducts the sermon. Thornton Sinclair tells the congregation there is nothing worse than burying a child. He advises all to take comfort in the fact that Timothy is at peace with his maker.

Mr Robertson’s eulogy highlights Tim’s love of swimming. Tim’s burley brothers, Frank and Henry, tell the congregation they miss their brother whose short life was plagued by debilitating illness. His mother is too overcome with grief to speak.

They make their way to the cemetery, a mile out of town, where Timothy is buried in the Presbyterian section. Following the interment, mourners are invited back to the homestead for morning tea. As is the custom in Farina, the local folk have contributed most of the sandwiches, cakes, and biscuits, laid out on lacy doilies on two adjoined tables.

Lewis Hardy rose early that day to prepare a batch of buns for the wake. Since the baker’s disappearance he has enjoyed complete freedom in the bakery. During his short apprenticeship he’d learned very little about his trade. More of a labourer than a budding craftsman he was often sent outside to clean the privy or work in the vegetable patch. His limited skills were picked up through observation and, more recently, trial-and-error. He sets his handiwork on the table. Although a little flat, the buns look appealing topped with pink icing and a sprinkling of cinnamon.

Merle Appleyard is the first to try one. Lewis’ mother, Florence, watches her sink her teeth into the bun and is left wondering if Merle’s astonished expression is one of disgust or delight.

‘I hope the new baker arrives soon,’ Merle says, sweeping away the cinnamon specks from her chin.

‘I’ve heard he’s a fine baker. His customers in Adelaide will no doubt miss him,’ says Florence.

‘Our gain their loss,’ Merle chuckles.

They are joined by Glenys Shanahan, the saddler’s wife. ‘Poor little Tim, he never growed much. Such a little cherub, full of bounce and mischief!’ she yells. Glenys recently suffered hearing loss after a serious ear infection, a vexing inconvenience for a woman who enjoys a whiff of scandal.

‘Thank God Lewis got help before Tim bloated up,’ says Florence, noticing her son helping himself to a plate of food and standing alongside Alicia Appleyard.

Merle watches the couple move away together. When they settle in close proximity to the other guests she turns her attention back to the conversation.

Florence mentions how heartened she feels as the chaplain had said all children go to heaven given they haven’t had time to sin.

‘It’s when they come of age, aye, that’s when you’ve got to keep an eye on them,’ Merle declares, gazing at her daughter who is sitting too close to Lewis for her liking.

‘We should trust our children.’

‘Aye, we should. It’s the others I don’t trust.’

‘Rest assured my son has very high regards for Alicia.’

‘I wasn’t referring to your Lewis. He’s always been a good friend to Alicia.’ Merle moves her greasy lips within an inch of Florence’s ear and whispers, ‘Mr Langley has expressed a romantic interest and I don’t want her jeopardizing her chances.’

Florence isn’t sure what she finds more repugnant, Merle’s liquor tinged breath or the assumption Lewis isn’t good enough for Alicia. ‘Mr Langley was sitting under the red gums reading poetry when Tim drowned. During all the kafuffle he didn’t once raise his head from his book.’

‘Baloney, he was sound asleep. Do you really believe he’d turn his back on a drowning child?’ asks Merle before stalking off, still clutching the uneaten bun and hoping to discard it without anyone noticing.

‘Oh dear, you’ve upset Lady Muck!’ shouts Glenys.

‘If Mr Langley’s such a saint why didn’t he bother going to the funeral and why isn’t he here?’

‘He probably thinks she’s a saint an’ all,’ Glenys says, winking at Florence and delighting in the delicious secret they share. That secret is a precious gem she polishes from time to time. The gratification it provides far outweighs banal gossip spread about like a broken string of beads.

‘Mr Langley should have saved Tim but he chose not to.’

‘He’s a toff from the old country what never has his head out of a book. Not worth a fart in a whirlwind!’ Glenys shouts, throwing her head back in raucous laughter.

Florence chuckles self-consciously, wondering about the correctness of expressing merriment at a wake.

‘He was sweet on Rosie Nettles,’ Glenys says, trying desperately to whisper. ‘That saucy bookworm took breakfast in her lovely little teahouse every morning, his big googly eyes all over her like grasshoppers on a daisy bush. Let’s hope he keeps his eyes off the new baker’s better half.’

‘He has two growing daughters,’ says Florence.

‘He better keep an eye on them ‘cause that teacher’s not trustable.’
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Twenty six days into their journey, the wagon has now veered inland, away from Port Augusta, away from the sea breeze. During the midday hours they rest in the shade of a tree or in the shadows cast by the wagon. This slows them down. The roads are extremely deteriorated, and deviations like so many frayed ropes diverge on either side of the main tracks. They never take their eyes off the road ahead. The main track, or one of the deviations, is made more hazardous by a log or an animal carcass. Deep ruts have almost upset the wagon on several occasions. The mighty bullock teams hauling timber logs are not disposed to share the road. When the hubbub of thundering hooves resounds across the land, Skipp pulls over to the side of the road until the dust settles. At times, they come across the skeletal remains of vehicles, remnants of other people’s dreams eroding into red earth. The likelihood of sharing the same fate is often on the mind but Skipp has reason to be confident – so far only one mechanical problem has cropped up and he was able to repair the broken axle himself.

Never having travelled through so strange a landscape, their journey across the multihued terrain of the Flinder’s Ranges is like travelling in an imaginary world. Awed by the surrounding beauty, Skipp stops the wagon to gaze at the stubby blue grass, the clumps of yellow grass amid rocky crags, and the natural sculptures carved on mountain facades and crests.

‘Look Papa, there’s a silhouette of a sad face turned to the sky,’ Tillie says, pointing at the tallest mountain peak.

‘You can’t blame the poor bloke for being a sad sack. He’s probably been stuck up there for thousands of years.’

‘I guess being stuck in any godforsaken place can have that effect on you,’ Beth says, wearing a scowl.

‘That’s enough of that, Bethany, cheer up girl.’

A scarlet sunset is splashed across the horizon and a refreshing breeze brings some respite from the heat. Tillie comments the outback is as red as a ripe pippin. Beth smiles for the first time in days. The exhausted trio is on the lookout for a secluded camping spot. Venturing too far from the main track could get them lost or bogged in sand or clay should it rain overnight. When they see a wall of sandstone boulders only a hundred yards out of their way they turn off the road and make camp for the night.

Skipp tethers the horse to a wiry sheoak, fits the feed bag over his drooping head and strokes his neck. ‘Lucky you’re a young bloke.’

The horse responds by breaking wind several times.

‘Harry shot a fairy!’ yells Tillie.

All three of them laugh themselves silly.

‘You’re all skin and bones,’ Skipp says, rubbing the horse’s flank. ‘Farina won’t come soon enough for you, mate.’

He unloads a pile of firewood from the wagon. While he and Beth pitch the canvas tent up against the sandstone wall, Tillie gathers tinder.

With his hands on his hips, Skipp leans back and forth several times, each movement producing a guttural groan. ‘My aching joints are telling me we’ve covered some good ground today.’

‘Getting a bit long in the tooth, eh Papa?’ Beth says with a cheeky grin.

‘There’s no cure for old age, Bethie love.’ Every muscle in his body aches and he’d like nothing better than to lie in a warm tub, a glass of cold ale in his hand. Determined to make some headway that day, he hadn’t counted on digging his way out of so many creek beds. The excitement and adventure is wearing thin. He just wants to be in a place he calls his own. He wants to get back to work. He wants to see people lined up outside his bakery, their mouths watering in anticipation of the best bread and pastries in the colony.

The raging fire and its eucalypt scented smoke lift their spirits. For dinner they boil potatoes and open a can of corned beef. Hunched around the campfire they eat hungrily, their spoons scraping the base of their tin bowls. For lunch the following day, damper is baking slowly in the cast-iron pan.

Their empty bowls put aside, they simply gaze at the orange flames casting shadows over the rock face. A charred log of wood implodes. Tillie springs closer to her father and huddles into his broad shoulders.

The horse is the first to hear the abrupt stomping of hooves resonating in the distance like gurgles of thunder.

‘What the dickens is that?’ Skipp leaps to his feet to calm Harry who is snorting and jumping sideways. ‘Calm down boy, it’s all right Harry old mate.’

To get a better look, Beth and Tillie run into the darkness and wait a safe distance from the road as the thudding commotion cuts through the air. Dressed in black and riding a pale horse, a lone horseman dashes by. Drawn to the flickering light in the distance, he takes a fleeting look and continues south at full force.

Skipp keeps scratching and rubbing Harry’s back until the thumping hooves recede and the songs of humming insects retrieve the night.

‘Was he real?’ Beth asks, flopping down next to the fire with Tillie beside her.

‘A real bloody fool,’ Skipp says. Confident the horse is calmed he moves back to sit before the fire. ‘We’re lucky Harry didn’t bolt.’

‘He’s certainly in a hurry to get somewhere,’ Beth says.

‘In a hurry to meet his maker if you ask me,’ Skipp says, shaking his head. ‘Only a mad bugger would belt along that road at night.’

They lapse into silence. A strong breeze rustles the grass all around them. Little night predators scrabble about in the bush and crickets hum. The moon is thumb-nail thin. They avoid looking out into the black expanse beyond the warm circle of firelight.

‘I wish Mama was here.’

‘Your mother’s always with us, Tillie.’ Skipp looks to the sky. ‘She’s up there, looking down on us.’

‘Where?’

‘Look at them two winking stars. They’re your mother’s sparkling blue eyes.’

His head still tilted towards the sky, he summons an early picture of Rebecca. Young and carefree, she is running to him, laughing out loud, her arms held out; her long, golden hair flowing like yellow wings. But another series of images plays on his mind. She is bedridden, her head propped up on pillows. Sorry for taking so long to die, she begs him to put an end to it. He cannot do it. She weeps. He gives her more laudanum, the highest dose possible, but the pain does not go away.

Sensing her father’s mind is elsewhere; Tillie caresses his face and remarks his whiskers are as rough as rose prickles.

‘I’ll shave in Beltana. We’ll kip in a fancy hotel and enjoy a hearty meal for a change, I’ve had spuds and corned beef up to the eye-balls,’ he says, putting his arm around Tillie and kissing her on the forehead.

Although delighted with his luxurious plans, Tillie professes she misses her aunt and hopes to visit Adelaide before too long.

‘We’ll see her in a year or two, Princess.’

‘She could visit us in Farina.’

‘Some people call the outback the heart of the colony, Faith calls it the intestines.’ He grins, picturing her disapproving expression when she learns her nieces are sleeping out in the wilderness.

Joining the conversation, Beth insists their auntie has everything she needs in Adelaide and before the others can get a word in she adds, ‘Aunt Faith hasn’t got an adventurous bone in her body, she’d hate the flies and the dust, so we …’

‘We’re not anywhere near Farina and you two are already planning a trip back to Adelaide.’

‘You can’t blame us, it’s been our home all our lives,’ Beth says, getting up to toss a scrawny log on the fire, the dryness of it instantly exploding into raging flames.

‘Tell us about Farina,’ Tillie presses.

‘I’ve told you a million times already.’

‘I want to hear it again, Papa.’

‘I’ll start with the river red gums growing all along the creek to the north of the town, they’re as tall as church steeples and home to a great many birds. There’s plenty of rain and vast fields of fertile farmland. Following stormy weather, the gibber plains come alive with a rainbow of native flowers and wild flocks of birdlife: corellas, brolgas, emus, galahs and hundreds more. There’s a post office, two hotels, a saddlery, a police station, a store, a library, and a fine school house. And lucky for you, the schoolmaster is a very distinguished chap from England.’

His vivid descriptions are all second or third hand. He has never personally seen Farina, nor has he ever met anyone who has.

When the fire wanes to blue embers, he quashes it with a shovel load of sand. The stifled heap spits a shower of sparks, steam hisses into the air. They pack up their chattels before crawling into the tent. Lulled by the whispering sheoak needles, Skipp and Beth are fast asleep within minutes. Through the wide tent opening Tillie stares at the sky. The sparkling stars are silver shillings falling from the sky, and the rustling sheoaks are catching them. Nodding off, she sees her mother’s smiling face. ‘Goodnight, Mama.’

After so many days of bushing it, Beltana is a welcome sight. They cruise down the main street, the shops are well stocked. The courthouse, bank, Victoria Hotel and railhead stand solid, their tangerine stone facades glowing in the hot afternoon sun.

The air is cool in the hotel foyer. Wagon wheels converted into candle holders hang from the rafters. The polished timber floor, the leadlight windows and high ceilings are reminiscent of Saint Peter’s Cathedral in Adelaide. At the reception counter, Skipp slaps the bell several times. The hotelier, his lunch disturbed, arrives tucking a gherkin between his lips. Having paid for two rooms Skipp accepts the keys. He has only taken a few steps when the hotelier, apologetic, calls him back to complete the patron’s register. Beth volunteers. The ledger is divided into three columns, one for the date and the other two eliciting patrons’ names and addresses. The paperwork complete, they are led to their rooms which are large and tidy. Having looked over their accommodation, Skipp announces he is going to refresh himself before moving the horse and wagon into the stables. He expects his daughters to remain in their room during that time. He isn’t surprised when they insist on waiting in the lobby where they can observe the comings and goings of hotel patrons. Too tired to argue, he suggests they come to his room when ready. They in turn make a hasty exit before he changes his mind.

Skipp cuffs his shirt sending out splutters of red dust. He tips a jug of water into the brass bowl and scrubs his face and hands. A clean folded hand towel sits next to the bowl. Pleased to have made it thus far, he regards his reflection in the mirror and smiles. Sitting on a cushioned chair he leans over to untie his boots and feels a twinge in his lower back. His boots kicked off, he slumps on the bed and rests. Within an hour his daughters appear freshly groomed. He thinks he has the most beautiful daughters in the colony. Beth, eighteen, red hair and wide hazel eyes, strong boned and buxom. And Tillie, fourteen, blond and blue-eyed like her mother, so slender it seems she could break.

In the public lounge they are seated next to an elegantly dressed woman. Having studied the restaurant menu she sets it aside on a low table beside her. Mrs Kathryn Stanford, a widow from Adelaide, introduces herself. Skipp reciprocates. Chatting like old friends, he immediately likes her. About his age, perhaps younger, she is a handsome woman with a city woman’s pearly cream complexion. When Beth reminds him to see to the horse he gets to his feet and insists they remain where they are until he returns. The thought of his daughers being left alone makes his gut ache.

‘I’m about to take tea in the dining room, perhaps your lovely daughters would care to join me?’ Kathryn asks.

Wide-eyed, Tillie looks pleadingly at Papa. Despite feeling keen, Beth is annoyed she hadn’t been asked directly.

‘That’s fine with me. I’ll join you there shortly.’

Beth watches her father strutting away as if all his aches and pains have miraculously vanished.

They follow Kathryn into the restaurant which is spacious and separated into two sections, the dining room on one side, and the bar on the other. The room is alive with people socializing, groups of men at the bar and mostly women taking tea in the dining section. Conflicting whiffs of yeasty beer, tobacco and warm, sugary pastries fill the air.

‘I always take this table, it’s a good distance from the bar,’ Kathryn says, gazing through the window at the purple bougainvillea trailing over a wire trellis. ‘I hope you like tea and cake as much as I do,’ she adds, turning her attention back to her guests.

‘We love cakes and pastries, don’t we Beth?’

Beth gives a wary smile.

‘How did you travel to Beltana, Mrs Stanford?’ Tillie asks.

‘I took the train from Adelaide to Port Augusta then two days later I boarded the Beltana train.’

‘We wanted to travel by train but it was too dear and Papa didn’t want to sell the horse and wagon as we’ll need them for deliveries,’ Tillie says, all in one breath. ‘To tell you the truth, I can’t believe we’re here, the roads are terrible. Of course Papa never doubted it for a moment.’

Kathryn listens, nodding and smiling.

‘The dust was intolerable, especially when the bullock teams were on the horizon like rolling red waves coming towards us,’ Tillie says, waving her arms in the air. ‘We learned to get out of their way all right.’

‘Where are you off to my dears?’

‘We’re moving to Farina, we’re bakers,’ Beth replies.

‘Papa is an excellent artisan and Beth makes the most amazing cakes. Come to Farina one day, you’ll see,’ says Tillie, with great gusto.

‘Tillie is our greatest ambassador.’

‘Good for you, Tillie.’

‘What brings you to Beltana, Mrs Stanford?’ Beth enquires.

Kathryn looks away, lifts her chin as if in deep reflection, and turns her gaze back to Beth. ‘My son is meeting me here day after tomorrow. Godfrey is an engineer working on the rail link between Beltana and Herrgott. He’s only twenty, I’m so proud of him.’

A waitress with dirty fingernails places a silver tea setting on the table. She returns five minutes later with an assortment of small cakes on a tiered porcelain stand. Sipping tea and savouring the sweet delights, Beth and Tillie open up about Aunt Faith, their lives in Adelaide and all about their trip thus far. How they loved travelling through the Barossa Valley and appreciated the thriving wineries. How Papa had allowed them to taste the rich reds and sparkling whites, diluted with water of course. How they were so impressed with the place they were tempted to stay, but the Farina bakery had already been purchased and that is their destiny. But best of all, how they enjoyed swimming in the warm sea along the coast to Port Augusta; an activity not permitted in Glenelg where anyone caught swimming during daytime hours could end up in jail.

His face coated in sweat, Skipp enters the tearooms. Beth hands him a serviette. While Tillie is pouring him a cup of tea, he mops his face dry and thanks Kathryn for keeping his daughters company. The tea tastes weak and milky unlike his favoured billy-tea brewed over an open fire. But he is thirsty and quickly drains his cup. ‘The wagon’s locked up safely for the night,’ he says, helping himself to a cupcake.

‘You can’t be too careful in these parts with so many desperate people around – failed gold prospectors and the like. I rarely carry anything of great value,’ says Kathryn.

‘We’re carrying Mama’s jewellery,’ says Tillie, licking cream from her upper lip.

‘Hush,’ Kathryn murmurs, her forefinger crossing her pink bow lips.

‘Yes, keep your big mouth shut, Tillie,’ says Beth, through her teeth.

‘Sorry, it just popped out.’

‘The jewellery is of little value, just a few sentimental trinkets,’ Beth lies.

‘It’d be wise to keep your amethyst ring out of sight.’

Taken aback by Kathryn’s sharp eye, Beth tells her she always wears kid gloves when she travels.

‘Watch out for anyone who tries to take that precious ring from her finger. Rebecca, my late wife gave it to Beth a few weeks before she passed away.’ He pauses for a moment, ‘Six and a half years ago’.

‘It’s a lovely piece of jewellery,’ Kathryn says, before standing up to leave the table and insisting on paying for the afternoon tea.

‘On condition you join us for dinner this evening, our shout.’

‘I’d love to, thank you. Shall I meet you here for the six o’clock sitting?’

‘Perfect.’

Sporting a clean white shirt and waistcoat, Skipp shaves and drives a brush through his knotted hair. A tap on the door announces the arrival of Beth and Tillie. ‘You two look beautiful,’ he says, watching them glide into the room like two princesses. Tillie responds with a swirl, her flowing pink skirts fanning. Dressed in a turquoise gown with puff sleeves, Beth poses a regal curtsy. Feeling constrained in an hour-glass corset, she wishes she’d opted for a looser fitting. Travelling overland during the past weeks she’d rarely worn the cumbersome undergarment. As dress styles are more liberal away from large towns, she’s beginning to appreciate the advantages of being in the middle of nowhere.

‘Hurry up, Papa. It’s almost six.’

‘I’m almost ready, Tillie.’

‘I’ll help you with your tie,’ says Beth. Papa is a handsome man, she muses, tall and strong with a ruddy-bronze complexion. Sometimes his hazel eyes are golden, and this with his unruly red mane, blond eyebrows and gingery side-whiskers gives him a leonine appearance.

Seated in the restaurant, Beth, Tillie and Kathryn discuss their favourite shops, restaurants and concert halls in Adelaide. A hefty cook wearing a checked apron serves the food: potatoes, cabbage, baked lamb, and for dessert rice pudding. Beth and Tillie eat greedily. Skipp is uncharacteristically laid back, too busy gazing into Kathryn’s sparkling grey eyes and insisting she call him Skipp.

‘Skipp’s an unusual name, were you ever a sailor?’

‘My paternal grandfather was a sea captain. Father idolized him, nicknamed me Skipp in his honour. My given name is Samuel.’

‘Your daughters told me all about your sister this afternoon.’

‘Faith dotes on her nieces like her own daughters.’

‘She’s an advocate for women’s rights,’ Beth says.

‘My sister reckons you ladies will get the vote before the turn of the century.’

‘Is that what young women want these days?’ Kathryn asks, looking directly at Beth.

‘We’d like a say in the affairs of the colony, especially those laws affecting our lives. Why should half the population make all the rules for the other half?’

‘What about them union blokes struggling to get a decent wage to feed their families?’ Skipp asks.

‘I admire anyone who tries to make our colony a fairer place,’ Kathryn says.

‘Charity begins at home if you ask me.’

‘In that case can we order lemonade, Papa?’ Tillie giggles.

‘Of course we can. Can I offer you a drink, Mrs Stanford?’

‘That’s very kind of you, but it’s been a long day. I enjoyed the meal and your wonderful company,’ she says, extending her hand to Skipp before leaving.

Mesmerized by Kathryn’s graceful departure, he almost walks into a table as he crosses the room. A little shaken, he moves to the bar. The man beside him is disputing the price of his beer, the barman insisting he’s a penny short and not about to give in. A smirk on his face, the customer places a penny on the bar and immediately slaps his palm over it. The barman threatens to call the police. Humming a bawdy music hall ballad, the customer removes his hand and takes hold of his glass, still smirking.

Sweat blistering on his forehead, the barman apologizes for the delay and takes Skipp’s order.

‘Name’s Lad,’ the customer says, before guzzling his much disputed beer and wiping his mouth with his sleeve. ‘L-A-D,’ he spells out the only word he has ever learned to write. As a small child living in the poor house everyone called him ‘Lad’. They’d expected a family member would eventually make contact and provide his given name. By the time his inebriated mother bothered to collect him, he only answered to Lad, so the name stuck.

Skipp mumbles a greeting.

‘Highway robbery, the cost of a beer in this blasted place, highway bloody robbery,’ Lad says, before quaffing his beer and ordering another. ‘Are youse locals?’

‘No.’

‘I come all the way from back of beyond. Where ya from?’

‘Adelaide.’

‘Lookin’ for work, are youse?’

‘No, I’m the new proprietor of Farina Bakery.’ Skipp never tires of repeating that statement.

‘Replacin’ Joe Elliot, are ya?’

‘You know him?’

‘A while back I sold ‘im some merchandise. Because of mi good contacts he got it ‘alf price,’ Lad says with a smug grin. ‘If ya ever need a bargain, I’m the entrepreneur ya need.’

‘Did you supply Mr Elliot with all his provisions?’

‘Hardly, the bugger didn’t wanna pay what we agreed until I says ‘pay up or I slice off ya twiddle-diddles’,’ he grins and Skipp has never seen a mouth so full of long teeth.

‘Where is Mr Elliot living now?’

‘Livin’? I heared he disappeared, ‘ere one minute gone the next,’ he snaps his fingers and sniggers. ‘Types what don’t keep their word don’t last long in this pitiless world.’

Skipp feels sick in the stomach.

‘Are them two lovely ladies ya daughters?’ Lad asks, licking his chapped lips.

Skipp nods.

‘I’m headin’ out Farina way in a day or two, do ya want some company? Travellin’ in convoy’s safer.’

‘We can look after ourselves.’

‘Might see youse along the road then,’ he grins, baring his horsy teeth.

‘Maybe.’ Skipp collects his drinks and returns to his table.

‘Who’s your new friend, Papa?’ Beth enquires.

‘His name’s Lad,’ he says, placing the drinks on the table and taking a seat. ‘Not sure if it’s Lad or Mr Lad but he can call himself whatever he likes. He’s a shifty mongrel.’

The man in question is joined by a friend. Skipp observes the two men: Lad, a foot taller than the average height of a doorway and strongly built. The shorter man is thickset with strapping arms and shoulders.

‘There’s a musical performance on later tonight. Can we see it, Papa?’

‘No, Tillie. I need some kip and so do you. I’m looking forward to sleeping in a comfortable bed for a change.’

‘Bother. I bet if Mrs Stanford wanted to see the performance you wouldn’t feel so tired,’ she says, crossing her arms and pouting her lips.

The sudden shattering of glass shakes Tillie out of her petulance and turns Beth’s head to the bar. Lad and his mate are jeering at the red-faced barmaid who has dropped a tray of glasses. Beth’s attention turns back to her father, beer froth on his upper lip. She drains her glass and rises to her feet. Skipp and Tillie take her cue. They leave the room, the two men staring at them, unashamedly.

A full breakfast of porridge, fried eggs and bacon puts them in good stead for the final lap of their journey. The Friends make their way to the general store before leaving Beltana. Skipp parks out front, hands the reins to Beth, and tells his daughters to stay put while he fetches some provisions.

Standing at the window waiting for his order to be filled, he notices Kathryn approaching the store accompanied by the toothy man he’d met the previous evening. Watching them stroll along together makes his skin crawl. They seem to be acquainted, yet he’s not the type of man a genteel woman like Kathryn would associate with. She’s too polite to snub the ruffian, Skipp reasons.

When they climb the front steps Skipp draws away from the window. Passing through the doorway first, Kathryn’s greeting is reserved, as if she hadn’t expected to see him in the store. He wonders why she hadn’t noticed his daughters waiting out front. Perhaps she was too engrossed in conversation with Lad.

Lad enters the store soon after and nods good day before purchasing a packet of tobacco. ‘Might see youse on the road,’ he says, before leaving the store, grinning like a horse about to eat a carrot.

Engaged in small talk with Kathryn, Skipp is again peering out the window observing Lad descend the store steps and doff his hat to Beth and Tillie who nod back, stony-faced.

‘Are you acquainted with that man, Mrs Stanford?’ he enquires, still watching Lad stroll towards the hotel, a pronounced hobble in his right leg.

‘Not really, he’s a guest at the hotel. He just offered me a most curious service.’

‘What service could he possibly offer?’

‘I made the mistake of telling him my plans for today. I’ve hired a buggy to ride out of town to visit friends on a cattle station. He told me the roads are perilous, and he was available to accompany me for a fee. I declined of course. He seems a very unpleasant fellow.’

‘You were wise to avoid his offer, Mrs Stanford.’

‘Kathryn, please.’

‘Kathryn,’ he curtsies humorously and kisses her hand.

‘A gentleman no less,’ she chuckles and moves to the counter to purchase a bag of apples.

Her rustling skirts and musky scent raises his heartbeat, he has the strong desire to sweep her into his arms. ‘You’re welcome to visit us in Farina once we’re settled in. My daughters have taken a liking to you. So have I.’

‘I’ll look you up if I’m ever in Farina. Bakeries are always easy to locate. Perhaps I could write to you?’

‘I look forward to your letters,’ he says, looking into her smiling eyes.

She proffers her lacy gloved hand. ‘Goodbye for now.’ Skipp enfolds her hand between his and remains doing so for longer than would be considered proper.

Outside the store, he watches Kathryn give his daughters the apples before making her way back to the hotel. She turns once to wave. Skipp remains watching her from the store verandah until distracted by his giggling daughters. They have never seen their father so flummoxed by an attractive woman. Telling his daughters to stop carrying on, Skipp packs their provisions into the wagon and climbs in.

Crossing the rock-strewn creek, the wagon tilts from side to side. They travel several hundred yards before turning right onto a wide potholed road. Further on, they pass the Afghan camp waving as they go. The cameleers wave back and return to filling their water vessels from the stone well. When the road comes to an end they veer north, their final destination just days away.

The wagon rattles across the corrugated track that looks like an elongated washboard. After weeks of travelling overland in the unrelenting heat and dust, the comforts of home are within reach.

‘Do you think Mrs Stanford will come to Farina, Papa?’ Tillie asks.

Skipp laughs. ‘Only a mutton head would travel from Adelaide to Farina for a loaf of bread.’

‘You know what I mean, Papa. She’s a very handsome lady, you must have noticed?’

‘She’s a fine-looking woman, Tillie, but she’s not your mother.’

‘Mama would want you to be happy,’ Beth says.

‘I am happy.’

Another pair of hands would lighten Beth’s domestic workload, although she wonders about Kathryn’s soft hands, not worker’s hands by a long shot. It hasn’t been easy achieving good results at school and working in the bakery. She would like someone to look after her as Mama had done, but she knows no one could love her like her birth mother. She’s certain she would never love a step-mother as she loved her mother.

‘As soon as we find a sheltered spot we’ll stop for a break if you two promise to stop badgering me about Mrs Stanford, I’ve had an earful.’

‘I promise,’ says Tillie, crossing her heart.

‘Beth?’

‘Ditto.’

Within half an hour they come across a narrow stream with deep billowing pools here and there. Tall ghost gums line its banks, the sun caressing their pelican-white trunks. Skipp parks in the shade. As they climb down from the wagon a flock of screeching white corellas take flight, and a pair of ground dwelling fantail doves follow suit.

‘We’ve frightened every living creature away, except the flies,’ Tillie says, swishing them away.

The first thing Skipp does is fetch the bucket from the wagon and make for the creek. He fills it to the brim and yells with delight as he tips the cool water over his head and shoulders. Refreshed, he shakes his hair about like a wet dog. The whinnying horse is pushing his hoof into the ground, over and over. ‘All right mate, it’s coming,’ Skipp says, refilling the bucket and plonking it under the horse’s nose. Harry taken care of, he grabs the bag of apples and sits under a tree, his back pressed against the trunk, his legs sprawled out. He scans the vast hazy land all around them, somewhere out there is their new home, just hours away.

Beth picks up her skirts and kneels on the water’s edge. Her knees sink into the sand. How wonderful it would be to lie in the creek and float along gazing at the sky. Instead, she pushes up her sleeves, cups her hands and bathes her face and arms. Back on her feet, she grasps a stone and flicks it over the water. It skitters along the surface before disappearing beneath a sphere of ripples. Besides the plonk of a stone punching the water she hears a snapping sound. She closes her eyes and listens intently. Insects drone. Birds warble their dissonant calls. The stream trickles. Nothing has changed. Sitting next to Papa now, she bites into a crispy apple. Sweet juice sloshes down her chin. She wonders why she feels on edge in that perfect place.

Her boots hurled into the wagon, Tillie tucks up her skirts and wades knee-deep into the creek. Within minutes she is flitting out of the water and running along the sandy bank, the fine grit sticking to her feet like white socks. She flops next to the others and grabs an apple.

The corellas return to the lofty trees. On the ground, pink headed galahs are bobbing in and out of the scrub feasting on grass seeds. An army of ants appears from nowhere, black flecks crawling over the discarded apple cores, carting away the morsels many times their own weight.

‘Bother. I’ve had enough of these pesky flies!’ Tillie cries, flicking them away from her eyes and swatting a few between clapping hands. ‘Can we go now, Papa?’

Skipp agrees they have to get going, he hauls himself up and stretches.
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