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Mist rose from the valley at dawn, lending the scarred landscape a beauty it did not possess in broad daylight. Once it had dissolved, the treacherous shafts and slagheaps of the coal mine were revealed. 

Randolph Henry savoured the view despite its unloveliness. Ipswich had been his home for two years, but he was leaving it all behind today. 

As he climbed the steps to the site office for the last time, he sighed with relief that there would be no more evenings spent in his landlady’s washhouse, scrubbing his blackened skin and clothes, the coal dust having found its way into every pore and fibre. Amongst other things, he was looking forward to breathing clean air again.

‘You’re off then, Randy,’ said Griffiths, the pit manager, a Welshman who had become his friend and mentor. 

‘Can’t make you change your mind?’ he grinned. 

He alone knew the circumstances of Randolph’s decision to leave, and that it had been an easy one.

‘I expect an invitation to the wedding,’ he teased.

‘Getting ahead of yourself there, Griffiths. We have exchanged letters only, not proposals and promises.’ Randolph said in a lecturing tone, which the smile spreading over his face belied.

‘And now you’re off to work for her pab. Sounds like a sure thing to me, lad.’

‘I’m not counting my chickens, Griffiths.’

But Randolph was tempted to. A less cautious fellow certainly would have. He had met Millicent Wellington at a New Year’s Day picnic at Queen’s Park in Toowoomba that year. She was a friend of his friends, and they had hit it off after being thrown into each other’s company.

They had been corresponding ever since. What had begun as a tentative and impersonal communication had soon blossomed into a bold declaring of feelings and hopes of a shared future.

When the post of engineer at a drainage works project in Toowoomba had been advertised, Randolph, not usually given to superstition, couldn’t help but think it was fate. 

He had applied and had been accepted. The job would make his name and while he should have felt the gods were smiling on him, he was filled with a gnawing uneasiness.

‘I’ve yet to determine if I got the job on my own merits, or if Millicent put in a good word for me with her father. He didn’t mention that she had. In fact, he didn’t mention her at all.’

‘Does it matter? Wellington will see for himself that you are a good man and a capable engineer. Cheer up, it might not happen.’ This was one of Griffiths’ favourite sayings. He said it as he shook his hand in farewell.

But Randolph worried very much. He had the opportunity to declare his connection to Millicent when her father had interviewed him the week before, but fear had seized him. It was not that Wellington was an ogre; he was an affable sort of chap, but if he disapproved of their relationship, all that might change.

The job provided accommodation on the Wellington estate which would afford opportunities for association with the family. It was a position of great trust and Randolph felt he was taking it under false pretences. 

Millicent had made no mention of recommending him to her father in her letters, so Randolph could only speculate over what had transpired as he said his goodbyes to his colleagues at the mine and boarded the train for Toowoomba.

The rhythmic motion of the carriage lulled him into a familiar train of thought: what a future with Millicent as his wife might be like. 

After qualifying in his trade and cutting his teeth at the Ipswich mine, he now had a plum job and, to top it all off, the love of a beautiful woman. It was in stark contrast to his prospects of four years earlier when he had left home with a broken heart.

Memories of his teenage infatuation with his sister’s school friend and beauty queen, Edwina Hancock, flooded back to him. 

The striking resemblance between her and Millicent sharpened the recollection. Both had blonde hair, amber eyes and a light olive complexion – a combination as uncommon as it was winning. 

But unlike proud Edwina, who had spurned his advances, Millicent showed a depth of humility and kindness that outshone her physical attributes. 

He had not seen her since the day of the picnic, nine months earlier, but that was no matter. The increasingly intimate tone and content of their letters fuelled his confidence that he would be welcomed with great affection. He tingled with anticipation at the smiles and clasping of hands that would attend their reunion.

He had written to her advising the date of his arrival and hoped that she might meet him at the station, but when the carriage ground to a halt in the late afternoon, as the sun dipped below the undulating plains of the western Downs, it was not his fresh-faced beauty that met him, but a tall, gruff, muscular young man.

‘You Henry?’ he asked.

‘I am.’

‘Josiah Broad. Wellington sent me,’ he said with a mixture of pride and indifference. 

Randolph joined him up front. He didn’t like the way the fellow looked at him out of the corner of his eye, or how he hared around the corners.

They drove in silence. From the low point at East Creek on the outskirts of town, they ascended the Middle Ridge, where Wellington’s mansion, Gabbinwah, was perched overlooking vast valleys and precipitous peaks to the east and south.

Dusk had descended by the time they reached the gate house at the entrance to the sweeping drive.

‘Would you happen to know if Miss Millicent is at home?’ Randolph asked.

It seemed that Josiah Broad had forgotten that he had a passenger, but at Randolph’s question, his head whipped around to face him. 

‘How do you know Milly?’ 

His use of his master’s daughter’s Christian name, and the diminutive at that, flawed Randolph.

‘We are old friends,’ he replied cautiously.

‘Really? Strange that she’s never once mentioned you.’
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The bells of St Luke’s Anglican Church rang out in celebratory peals. Inside, beneath towering leadlight windows depicting Mary Queen of Angels, a small wedding party was bathed in ethereal blue light.

Once the vows, rings and a chaste kiss were exchanged, the couple made quick progress down the aisle, not stopping to receive congratulations. They exited through sixteen-foot timber doors whose copper bands had a respectable patina onto a forecourt baking in the midday sun. There they stood, hands shielding their eyes from the blinding glare as their guests filed past.

The bride was past the bloom of youth and was a veteran of nuptials. It was the fourth time she had changed her name. The former Mrs Marmie Harris, rabble-rouser and sole proprietor of the Stockman’s Rest hotel, had emerged as Mrs Benjamin Naseby.

Judge Naseby’s third and final proposal had been accepted. The townspeople would raise their eyebrows, but the newlyweds were not the sort to care much and had only agreed to a church wedding to appease the influential and very persuasive Reverend Arthur Cripps. 

Benjamin and Marmie would have preferred a quiet service at the registry office, as would Miss Victoria Naseby, the judge’s daughter by his first wife, who had spent the entire ceremony shooting daggers at her new stepmother. 

‘A more disgusting spectacle I cannot imagine, Reverend,’ Victoria said as she passed him where he stood by the entrance. She appeared not to care that Marmie was in earshot.

‘Miss Naseby, it is better that the union be celebrated in public than performed in some dingy hole. Your parent is hardly a pauper; it is part of his civic and moral duty,’ Cripps said out of the corner of his mouth.

‘Fiddlesticks! You only care about your fee. I hold you responsible, Cripps. After all, they would never have crossed paths but for your meddling. I think you should leave off playing Cupid,’ she hissed.

Later, in the sitting room of Judge Naseby’s spacious stone-built villa on Middle Ridge, after their wedding supper guests had left, the couple raised their glasses as they sat hand in hand on a chaise lounge.

‘To happy endings, my dear,’ said Naseby.

Marmie was sixty-four years old, and her groom was sixty-eight. She supposed it was appropriate that they toast to endings rather than beginnings. 

She thought wistfully that this was it. If this union ended badly as her other three had – two divorces and one untimely death – she would not be tempted a fifth time. 

‘Victoria is not best pleased,’ Marmie said.

‘I would like to think she will warm to you, Marmie, but I don’t hold out much hope. I’m afraid she thinks I have betrayed her mother, God rest her soul, by marrying again.’

Marmie thought Victoria was motivated by avarice, rather than a fondness for her long-dead mother’s memory, but it was not the time to say so.

‘Cripps will be pleased with the turnout,’ she said.

‘Any chance the man gets to air his chasuble, he takes. He put on quite the show. If he hadn’t entered the church, I could just as well see him on the stage.’

Cripps had introduced them a year earlier and told everyone who cared to listen that he was responsible for their blossoming romance, and now their union. He was the sort of person who enjoyed having people in his debt.

They drained their glasses and retired early to their bed. 

As she followed Benjamin down the hall to their bedroom, Marmie felt a fleeting shiver of excitement and in that moment, she was once again a new bride of eighteen, being led by her first husband, to a damp room in a crowded inn at Southend-on-Sea in her native Essex.

The next morning after breakfast, Marmie announced her plans to go to her hotel, as was her daily habit. The Stockman’s Rest and its female owner were a Toowoomba institution. She had taken over the management of it upon her third husband’s death in 1880. 

Running the pub single-handedly for twenty-two years had enabled her to keep her finger on the pulse of the town. She saw no reason that she should not continue to do so, new husband or no. 

Benjamin knew better than to dissuade his new wife from keeping the hotel but couldn’t help offering subtle admonitions.

‘Perhaps, my dear, it’s time to leave the day-to-day running to Covill. He’s more than capable.’

‘Benny, I’ll seize up if I stop now. We agreed, did we not, that I would only look in every other morning?’

‘I don’t want to see you run ragged, my love, that is all. You know I have money. Help me spend some of it. You can’t take it with you when you go.’

‘You sound like Cripps.’

‘Lord, help us all!’
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When Marmie strode through the freshly painted entrance of the Stockman’s Rest hotel that morning, a familiar face met her in the foyer.

Sturrock. 

He was much the same vintage as her and her new husband, but a life on horseback in all weathers and a career in hard drinking since his youth had aged him beyond his years. 

In the harsh light cast by the yellow frosted glass panes of the foyer’s windows, he could be mistaken for a centenarian.

‘Sturrock! What brings you back so soon?’ 

‘I thought to dissuade you, Marmie, from your latest romantic folly, but I see I’m too late,’ he said through gaps in his yellow teeth. He had never been blessed with pearly whites.

‘Oh, you’ve seen the new name on the sign over the door. You were ever the astute observer, Sturrock,’ she said as she removed her hat pin and shook out her now mostly grey tresses.

Sturrock had known her when she was blonde. He was perhaps her oldest acquaintance in the country. She couldn’t remember just when they had first met.

‘Drink?’ she asked.

‘I thought you’d never ask.’

‘I meant tea, Sturrock.’

‘Go on then.’

He followed her upstairs to her office, which had also had a fresh lick of paint. The furniture was the same – Queen Anne style – carried to the Antipodes from some English emporium half a century earlier.

Sturrock parked himself in one of the visitor chairs and put his legs up on the desk. How many times over the years had they been closeted together like this?

‘So, you went through with it then?’ he asked as Marmie rang the bell for tea.

‘He’s not all bad, you know. And unlike some of my other husbands, he actually cares for me,’ she said with a small smile of wonder.

‘But a judge, Marmie? You’ve gone to the dark side this time, old girl.’

‘Retired. These days Benny cares more for his roses than reading the riot act.’

‘Benny!’ Sturrock guffawed. ‘I can think of a few criminals who’d split their sides laughing at that term of endearment.’ 

‘And that is why he retired here. He didn’t relish the prospect of being heckled by felons on the streets of Warwick. A man is entitled to some peace after a life of hard work. You, of all people, should understand that.’

Sturrock had a colourful past and had settled down on a property at Bone Mountain, west of Warwick. He was a reluctant bachelor who grew bored at home and often travelled around the Darling Downs. 

Marmie could see that he was lonely. The life of a squire must be dull indeed after living for many years as one of a gang of cattle thieves. 

Twenty years earlier, he and his cronies had been paid handsomely in gold bullion for their part in capturing a murderer in Gympie. But respectability didn’t suit Sturrock; he always had the air of rogue about him.

‘I don’t begrudge a man his rest, Marmie. What news since I last blew through town?’

Marmie knew the old gossip relished their tête-à-têtes, so she always saved up news of the comings and goings of the townspeople to impart on his visits. 

‘Well, you have a new close neighbour, so I hear.’

‘Oh? Who’s that?’

‘Mrs Roisin Hancock, lately bereaved. She’s moving to Clifford to live with her daughter at the Mathies’ pile.’

When he didn’t respond, she said: ‘You remember Roisin? She’s Shelagh’s sister.’

‘Ah, now there’s a blast from the past.’

‘Yes, I didn’t think you’d forget that name in a hurry.’

‘You know, my path has never crossed Phelan’s since the day Shelagh got her clutches into him and her mitts on his gold,’ Sturrock said with a grimace.

Marmie knew he couldn’t talk about Eamon Phelan without bitterness and regret. He always blamed Shelagh Cleary for breaking up the gang, of which Eamon was the illustrious leader. Marmie’s memories of the girl were favourable. She had worked in her bar for two years before the elopement Sturrock alluded to.

‘I heard they settled in Sydney. Doing well for themselves, apparently.’

‘He was always going to land on his feet,’ Sturrock said in a tone that suggested he wanted a change of subject.

‘Speaking of the well-to-do, Dick Wellington is about to start the new drainage works at long last. Do you remember the Henrys of Wyreema? Their lad is to be his chief engineer.’

Wellington was a builder, inventor and inheritor of one of Toowoomba’s great mansions. He had been famously widowed a decade earlier. The town’s matrons were all falling over themselves to marry off their sons to his two daughters, Leticia and Millicent, but so far, no joy.

‘Randolph Henry was one of Roisin’s daughter, Edwina’s many suitors back in ’98.’

‘The one whose portrait was everywhere? The so-called Darling of the Downs?’

‘That’s her. She married into the Mathie family a few years back.’

‘I know them.’ 

Of course, in his halcyon days, Sturrock would have taken great interest in both the Mathies’ and the Henry’s properties, being large sheep and cattle stations, respectively.

‘Small world, eh?’ Marmie remarked.

‘It certainly is, old girl. Now, it must be time for something a little stronger,’ Sturrock said as he drained the last of his tea and looked at the clock on the wall opposite Marmie’s desk, which was about to strike ten. 
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Sturrock clomped back downstairs to the bar. The bartender, Covill, had just admitted a motley assortment of gout-ridden men who congregated outside early each morning before opening.

Sturrock knew most of them by name, but one among their number was new. He had the distinctive garb of a newspaperman – waistcoat, bowtie and monocle. A leather satchel was opened on the table where he sat. His coat, which was flung over the back of his chair, was fine, but close inspection revealed that it was faded, its satin lining moth-eaten. 

Sturrock’s supposition about the man’s profession was confirmed when he produced a reporter’s notebook from his satchel and a pencil from behind his ear. He commenced an intense scribbling, as though he had to capture the words before they sprouted wings and flew away.

‘Ahem,’ said Sturrock as he stood by his table. The man looked up, a frown creasing his otherwise smooth face. ‘New in town?’

‘Yes, and you are?’

‘John Sturrock.’

‘Chevril Crawley, correspondent for the Downs Chronicle,’ he said before resuming his scribbling.

Sturrock was disappointed that Crawley hadn’t heard of him and wondered if cattle thieving still raised the ire of the general public. Times had changed and perhaps there were more newsworthy topics which roused journalists and their readership these days.

‘What are you working on?’ Sturrock asked, as much out of boredom as curiosity, as he took a seat opposite him in the booth.

‘I am replying to letters to the editor. It is tiresome work, but someone has to do it,’ he sighed.

His pencil scratched across the page, filling the silence when the conversations of the men at the bar lagged.

‘What are people complaining about?’

‘Man beasts, mostly.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Vile crimes committed by man beasts – a phrase I coined,’ he said with smugness. ‘You know, there is so much material in this vein. I’ve done three exposés in as many months.’

‘I didn’t know there was so much crime here. Are we talking murder?’

‘No, no murders, more’s the pity, but assaults and robberies.’

‘Nothing new then.’

‘Have you resided for a long while in these parts, Mr Sturrock?’ 

He closed his notebook and sat back, looking at Sturrock for the first time, perhaps sensing that an interesting story was forthcoming.

‘Nay, not a resident, just a frequent visitor. I come into town a few times a year from my property, west of Warwick. I’m staying here for a few days. The proprietor is an old friend of mine.’

‘Marmie?’ Crawley’s eyes narrowed and flashed with jealousy.

‘Yeah, me and the old girl go way back.’ He never could resist the urge to stir up the green-eyed monster when given the chance.

‘You don’t say? And what is your line, Sturrock?’

‘Cattle.’

‘A pastoralist, eh? One hears about the great age of the squatter, somewhat romanticised by city folk. You must have some tales to tell.’

‘You could say that.’ 

Sturrock relished shocking people with stories of his misspent youth and middle age as a duffer of some infamy. It was a favourite pastime of his to catch up with friends and acquaintances at pubs and pothouses, get drunk, and reminisce about the good old days. But before he could utter another word, Crawley sprang up.

‘Well, I must be off. I’m interviewing Dick Wellington, a leading light of the community, about his new public works project. A dry and rather dull subject perhaps, but as Hanlon, my editor, says, we have to fill the newspaper with such things. It can’t all be murder and mayhem, I’m afraid. Good day to you, Mr Sturrock.’ 

Sturrock tipped his hat as Crawley moved with energy towards the exit. As he watched him hail a hansom cab and disappear in the dust of James Street, the realisation that his days of having places to go and people to meet might be over, depressed him utterly.
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Crawley allowed himself the indulgence of a swig or two from his flask of rum as he gazed out of the cab window on his way to Gabbinwah. He was meeting Wellington and the photographer from the Chronicle there at noon.

He wished he had something meaty to report on for the next edition, but it was a slow week on the news front, so this puff piece would have to do. His editor, who kept him on a tight leash, had arranged the interview and would expect him to turn in his copy that afternoon.
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