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Prologue 1969

Dawn was still an hour away as Miriam Strong stepped on to the verandah of Bellbird homestead. It had been a restless night filled with dreams and images from the past, evoked by the events of the previous day. Now, as she stood there and breathed in the freshness of rain-soaked grass and the sweet reminder of good red earth she felt energy and determination return. She would need them, for the battle ahead would not be pleasant.

She closed her eyes, willing the night images to fade by counting her blessings. Her life may have begun almost seventy-five years ago in the cooler green of southern Australia, but she felt she’d been born to this hot, sepia world. To the chatter of crickets, the laughter of the kookaburra, and the sigh of the warm wind in the trees. This was home and she would never leave, for it gave her strength and solace. She had ridden her first pony in home yard and had learned the vagaries of life on this outback station – the harsh lessons of the terrible beauty that surrounded her. Her life had been played out here and the echoes of its laughter and tears could almost be heard in the stillness that came just before dawn.

Bellbird Station sprawled across the isolated north-western corner of New South Wales. The homestead was a six-room Queenslander, built almost a century ago. There was the kitchen at the back, a rarely used parlour and three bedrooms. A bathroom had been added twenty years ago, and the old dunny at the back of the property had rapidly yielded to the termites and the elements.

The inevitable corrugated-iron roof sloped down over the deep verandah that ran around all four sides of the homestead. Most of life was lived on this verandah, especially during the heat of summer, and Miriam had a day-bed and mosquito net set up in one corner, table and chairs in another. A collection of battered cane chairs were set haphazardly amongst the vast pots of ferns and assorted greenery that added to the cool green shade of the surrounding trees. These trees were home to galahs and budgies of every colour, and of course to the tiny bellbird whose single note was one of the purest sounds in the bush.

With a deep sigh, Miriam sat in one of the cane chairs and carefully placed the music box on the rickety table. She would think about that later. Her visitor would be arriving soon and she needed these still moments to garner strength for what was to come. How her family would react, God only knew.

Chloe, her daughter would probably tell her not to make a fuss. She didn’t like trouble of any kind, preferring to hide herself away with her paintings in that great rambling house on the beach at Byron Bay. She’d always lived in a dream that girl, Miriam thought wearily. She stared out over the yard, seeing again the little girl with a halo of copper hair and green eyes that had lost none of their brilliance over the ensuing years. She supposed she was happy, but who could tell? She and Leo might be divorced, but she suspected they liked one another better now they were apart – and that had to be good. Didn’t it? Miriam clicked her tongue. Too many thoughts were going round in her head, and trying to sort out her family’s problems was the least of her worries.

As for her granddaughters. Miriam smiled. As different as chalk and cheese. Fiona would probably relish the adventure of the forthcoming battle, but Louise? Poor down-trodden, frustrated Louise would see it only as another problem in her life.

Miriam pushed all thought of her family aside as she struggled into her boots. The pain in her back helped. It was a constant reminder of her mortality. She swore under her breath as the laces took on a life of their own and refused to tie. It was absolutely bloody being old, and far from being proud of her age she cursed it. What she wouldn’t do to be young and supple again. To be able to sleep through the night without bathroom visits and ride for hours across the paddocks without ending up stiff and aching for days after.

She grimaced. The alternative wasn’t attractive, but she couldn’t quite accept what was happening to her. She’d been a fighter all her life, she was damned if she was going to give in now. With a grunt of satisfaction she finally got the laces tied and after glancing once more at the music box, stared out over home paddock.

The sky was lighter, the first, soft pink of dawn bringing the trees into silhouette against the darker huddle of the outbuildings. The birds were stirring, the sharp sniping rasp of the cockatoos mellowed by the rolling, almost sensual croon of the magpies.

She remained there on the verandah as the day dawned, smoke drifted from the cookhouse chimney and the birds took their first flight of the day. They rose in a cloud of pink and white and grey, the tiny green parakeets and blue budgies darting enthusiastically amongst the galahs as they headed for the billabong. She watched them for a moment, her keen eye noting the first of the fledglings to leave their nests. A new generation was on the wing. It would soon be time to make way for them.

‘But not yet,’ she breathed. ‘I need time to put things right first.’

She reluctantly returned her attention to the music box. The cherry wood was inlaid with mother of pearl and scarred with age. Yet, that merely added to its allure, for the scratches and gouges spoke of long journeys across the world, of time spent in some of the harshest places on earth. And as a child Miriam had tried to imagine how they’d come to be there – had endeavoured to conjure up the people who’d once owned the box and kept it safe.

‘Until now,’ she muttered crossly as she eyed the shattered base. Yet her carelessness had set in motion a chain of events that could very easily spiral out of control if not handled properly. For breaking the music box had revealed a secret – a secret that could change the lives of her family for ever.

She ran a finger over the lid as the doubts grew. Perhaps it would have been better to lay the ghosts to rest? To accept what had been found and use it to help her family? She didn’t need this – not now. And yet, how could she just ignore the find? It was the first positive proof that her suspicions had been correct. A tangible gift from the past that cried out for the truth to be told.

She fumbled with the tiny gold key and lifted the lid. The black Harlequin danced with his pale Columbine before the smoky mirrors in perfect harmony with the tinny notes of a Strauss waltz, their expressions enigmatic behind their masks.

Miriam eyed the jewel bright colours of the Harlequin’s costume and the dainty frills on Colombine’s dress. It was beautiful, she admitted, and probably very rare, for it was unusual to have a black Harlequin. Yet, even as a child she’d thought there was something eerie about the glazed eyes behind those masks – something prim and stilted in their emotionless embrace. She grimaced. In hindsight, perhaps they’d always known the secret they had hidden beneath them, and that was what made them appear so superior.

The music died and the dancers came to a standstill. Miriam closed the lid and tried to forget about her visitor’s imminent arrival by giving herself up to the sounds and scents of a past she knew only through the stories she’d heard as a child. It was a time when she had yet to be born – but she had still been a silent, innocent witness to the drama that was about to have its final curtain call seventy-five years later.
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