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No Australian who has wrestled with the ardours and subtleties of resolving this continent in terms of literature will discount Henry Lawson.


Miles Franklin (1942)


Women have a different history. Someone ought to write it down. We’re not sheep or shadows, or silly saints the way Mr Lawson would have. There is more to us. More to me than any of them have written, if it comes to that.


Barbara Jefferis, ‘The Drover’s Wife’ (1980)









Prologue


January 1900


On the morning after my eighth birthday, I awoke to the smell of smoke.


I had been dreaming about yesterday’s johnnycakes spread generously with golden syrup and was disappointed when I opened my eyes. The square curtain tacked over the window above my bed had not yet been tied back but already there was enough light to see the whole room. My brothers’ shared bed lay empty, but Esther was still fast asleep beside me, her head pressed moistly against my shoulder and, as always, taking up too much of the pillow.


I put my free hand to the ground and as my fingers closed around my birthday gift – a thick book of fairytales in almost perfection condition – they tingled with anticipation; it was not often I had the chance to read before morning chores. Yet the sight of my brothers’ unmade bed and the unmistakable stench in the air had set off a sick feeling in my tummy, as though I’d drunk milk left in the sun for too long.


I wriggled out of the bedclothes, taking care not to wake my sister, and peered into Mother and Father’s room. Empty. When I reached the large bark kitchen, my footsteps silent on the earthen floor, I found the hearth cold and none of the usual breakfast preparations underway. A cockroach scurried out from behind the dresser, then disappeared into one of the large cracks beneath the kitchen table.


I hurried out to the verandah and circled our small timber house, screwing up my face as the smell of smoke intensified. A glance at the thermometer, hanging crookedly on its rusty hook, showed the mercury nudging its way towards one hundred. Another scorcher on the way.


I stepped off the verandah and ran towards the paddock, looking for Mother or the boys. Father was away, droving. The hot breath of the wind made me run faster and, as I arched my back, I could feel the sweat-damp cotton of my nightdress already beginning to dry. Finally, I caught sight of Mother in the distance, Baby Eadie on her hip.


‘Mummy!’ I ran towards the lopsided figure in the mulga-dotted landscape. ‘What is it?’


‘There’s fire coming,’ she said, clutching the baby to her chest and pointing to the horizon. Our old dog sat beside her, panting softly.


My throat was suddenly hurting, as if I had swallowed a large stone. ‘How fast?’


‘Don’t know.’ Mother’s nostrils flared as she lifted her face and sniffed at the air. ‘Depends on the wind.’ She wiped her nose with the edge of her apron, leaving a faint smear of red dust above her lip.


‘Where are the boys?’ I asked.


‘Filling buckets from the soak. I sent them down at first light.’ She paused. ‘I should’ve known. I saw it in the colour of the sun last night. Like a picture, it was.’


‘The fire might not come this way.’ I was pleading. ‘You said it came close that last time, when Father was back, but then it turned.’


‘Depends on the wind, child. This westerly seems real set in.’ She grimaced then kissed my baby sister’s head, an instinctive gesture that I had witnessed countless times each day and which left me feeling faintly jealous. ‘No more questions, Lillian.’ Her voice took on a sharp steel edge. ‘Enough time’s been wasted already. Where’s Esther?’


‘Still asleep.’ Despite my mounting sense of dread, I was pleased to have woken before my sister. Though barely two years older than me, ten-year-old Esther had always been our mother’s chosen helper, and I the baby of the family – up until last year, when Edith was born. Baby Eadie, as we all still called her. As for Tommy and Jacky, they ignored us girls most of the time, begrudgingly completing the chores expected of them and bragging of a different future. At seventeen, Tommy was almost a man now and had gone droving with Father last winter. Soon he would be leaving us for good.


‘Why didn’t you wake her? Go on and do it now.’ She shook her head and grunted. ‘After that, you’ll ride to your uncle’s place and get help. You know the way.’


I gasped. Panic robbed me of the ability to speak as my lungs fought against the smoky air. A flock of black cockatoos passed overhead, their raucous screeching momentarily drowning out the roar of the wind. Despite the warning suggested by their wild cries, they flew slowly, seemingly confident in their ability to outpace any danger.


‘Go on now, Lillian. Just do it,’ Mother said, her voice as firm and unflinching as her hand when raised in discipline against any of us kids. ‘I need Esther to take the baby and see to the house while I get everything else sorted with the boys until your uncle gets here.’


I clenched my fists but said nothing. With spiralling fear, I listened as she began muttering a plan: shift the animals, wet the woollen blankets, cover the wood heap, move any alcohol and lard far from the house.


I had not moved, and Mother abruptly turned to me. ‘What’s the matter, child? We’ve no time for any bosh.’


‘It’s just the smoke. It stings.’ I brushed away my tears with the heel of my hand.


She looked into my eyes, her features softening briefly, then gazed back at the smoke-filled horizon. ‘All right, my girl,’ she said. ‘I’ll send Tommy instead. He’ll get there the fastest of any of us. You can ride with him to your uncle’s place and stay there, out of harm’s way. Just do as you’re told. Uncle Bill will sound the alarm and ride back here on his own horse. We’ll need all the help we can get.’


Relief made me brave. ‘Don’t worry, Mother. We won’t let that fire get within cooee of this place, you’ll see.’ I took Baby Eadie from her arms.


‘Go get Esther and get yourself dressed. I’ll send Tommy up with the horse.’ Already walking back to the house, she swung around to issue one last instruction. ‘Hurry now, my girl, I’m counting on you.’


~


It was Old Mary who told me the news.


‘They’re all gone, girlie. Gone into the fire.’


I doubled over as if punched in the stomach.


Mary kept talking, and though her voice was soothing and her dark eyes pooled with kindness, I could take in nothing more of what the Aboriginal woman said.


I turned towards the doorway of my uncle’s crudely built house where his new girl-wife stood watching me. ‘I – I want to go home,’ I hiccupped. ‘I want to see my mother. I shouldn’t have stayed here. I’m needed at home.’


‘Home? Don’t talk to me no more about home, you stupid little wretch,’ my so-called aunt hissed. ‘I’ve got me own troubles to worry about, thanks to you. Your lot have made me into a widow – and here’s me not even twenty years old. What in God’s name am I s’posed to do now?’ She glared at me and spat at the ground, her pregnant belly swollen and protruding, like an accusation.


I opened my mouth to speak but the words wrapped themselves around my dry tongue and turned to dust. I turned and ran, without looking back, without stopping, running even as my breath became one long ragged cough and my legs cried out in pain. For all I knew I was running into the arms of the fire itself. Running to my mother. I could almost hear Baby Eadie, who would be crying and hungry by now, ready for a feed.


I ran until the tears, now tasting of smoke, dried on my cheeks and my legs gave out. I fell to the ground, watching rather than feeling the flakes of ash land on my skin, waiting and hoping for someone to come and get me. After an hour, or perhaps two, it finally dawned on me that no one was coming. That none of them would ever come for me again. Slowly I made my way back to my uncle’s lonely shack.











PART ONE


1908–1916


As a girl, she built the usual castles in the air; 
but all her girlish hopes and aspirations have long been dead.


Henry Lawson, ‘The Drover’s Wife’ (1892)









Chapter 1


Parlour Day


I awoke to the smell of smoke.


I leaped from my dormitory bed. I must have cried out because the other girls were all sitting up and looking at me with alarm.


‘Fire,’ I breathed. ‘Hurry!’


‘Another one?’ asked Dora, darting to the window and flinging back the curtain. ‘I can’t see anything.’


Hilda, though slower to rise, was the first to perceive my mistake. ‘Don’t open it, Dora. You’ll only let more smoke in. It must still be from yesterday.’


Fragments of the prior afternoon started to pierce through my confusion.


‘It’s all right, Lill. It’s just smoke in the air.’ Hilda guided me to the large dormer window so I could see for myself. ‘The wind must’ve blown it back our way.’


I rubbed my eyes with both hands, willing them into focus. I was sure I’d heard someone calling out for help. The wail of an infant?


‘It’s all right, Lill,’ repeated Hilda. ‘Come on, I’ll open the window for you – but just for a few seconds. You’ll see.’


The shrill thrum of cicadas entered the room. Though their song of summer was both loud and comforting, my nostrils continued to twitch. Sensing the danger that no one else could perceive, I forced myself to breathe in the smoke-filled air and peered down through the weak blue light of dawn, looking not only at the grounds outside the convent’s main school building but also at the Rose Bay bushland encircling it. The scene was just as it should be for this time of morning. Sister Harris was carrying a bucket of kitchen scraps towards the henhouse, Mrs Spicer was watering her geraniums, her husband was carting firewood across the yard, and the sun was just coming up over two steamers crossing paths on the grey-blue harbour below.


I turned to my best friend and sighed pitifully.


Hilda eased the window shut and gently led me back to bed. ‘Close your eyes a few more minutes, Lill. It’s nearly time for morning prayers anyway.’


The other girls groaned, pulling their sheets over their heads in protest.


I lay in my bed, ashamed and still trembling, while Hilda stilled any further complaints. The dormitory became quiet once more. Now the window had been opened, the air was even more acrid than before, and shutting my eyes only made it worse.


I blinked a few times and tried to think. There had been a bushfire yesterday. It was not just another one of my bad dreams, not this time. Nor was it the first fire I had experienced in my eight years living at Sacred Heart. This one – thankfully – was only small. The fire must have started somewhere nearby, but before it could spread anywhere near the school buildings, Mr Spicer and the other men had succeeded in driving it down to the water’s edge, where it put itself out, leaving only a narrow line of blackened bush in its trail and a pervasive smell in the air. My breathing began to slow down as my mind finally accepted that the danger had passed. Though modest in size, our resident fire brigade was well-practised and prided itself on the efficiency with which these occasional small summer fires could be extinguished.


According to school folklore, however, it was God Himself who had kept the convent safe right from the start. We had all heard the story of how Reverend-Mother Salmon and the others had miraculously fought off the great fire of 1888 using the power of their devotional garments, a bizarre claim meant to be proven by the fact of Mother Moran’s perfectly intact scapular being found among the ashes. Quite how they had stopped the flames was unclear. Nevertheless, when I was younger, I too had faithfully accepted this account, taking comfort from the idea that nothing could harm me here. Inevitably though, as the years passed and my reasoning matured, I came to ask myself why God had not intervened to keep my own family safe during our time of need. Perhaps God’s protection could only be earned through unwavering faith. But then what of my baby sister? Surely no one could blame Baby Eadie for lacking faith.


It wasn’t only smoke that triggered memories of my past. Sometimes it was the familiar rumbling of possums on the roof at night, reminding me of the hiding my brothers would get for cursing them when they should have been asleep. Other times it was the sight of a young wallaby chewing methodically on tender new leaves and eyeing me from a distance, or the piercing echo of a flock of cockatoos, stark white forms wheeling in a sapphire sky. From there, my thoughts would lead to other half-remembered glimpses from my past: the howl of a wild dog as dusk turned to night; emu tracks, pointed like arrows in the dirt; passing mobs of kangaroos or the occasional lone male; a string of camels outlined against the sunset or a swarm of grasshoppers that filled the air with sound; and the spine-tingling sight of a great big goanna as it scuttled past on all fours, long claws raking the earth. What had happened to all those creatures after the fire? Where were they now if not just in my dreams?


~


If I timed it just right and if the clouds kept their distance that day, the sunlight would hit the chapel’s stained-glass windows and cast a rainbow at my feet. Squinting and tilting my head to one side, then the other, it was easy to imagine myself disappearing into that rainbow.


Since Father’s death from a sudden fever, barely two years after I had been sent to Sacred Heart, I had all but given up on prayer. But even after that second devastating loss, which had officially left me an orphan, I still drew comfort from being in our school’s new chapel, especially during those rare moments, like now, when I could claim this space for myself.


In the beginning, long before Hilda came, I had yearned for more attention, craving touch and something else I could not articulate. But eventually I had come to see my solitude as a kind of blessing, one that allowed me to keep a safe distance between my heart and anyone, or anything, that might come close to it.


Nevertheless, these precious interludes in the chapel did not come often. Most hours of the day were taken up with a strict timetable of lessons, prayer and religious instruction, relieved only partially by the surprisingly delicious meals cooked for us by the French nuns, while our few short periods of scheduled recreation were usually monopolised by communal games such as rounders and cache-cache, the French equivalent of hide and seek.


I owed my place here at Sacred Heart in Sydney’s eastern suburbs to Mr O’Loughlin, a wealthy Scottish grazier for whom my father had worked. From the moment we met, when he came to rescue me from my uncle’s shanty and from his spiteful girl-wife who had barely looked at me during those few weeks I’d had to live with her, I’d been struck by the elderly man’s gentle spirit.


‘Your father’s always been a good worker, Lillian. Honest. Loyal, too.’ His pale eyes had glistened. ‘That’s why, when this evil fire came and took your family – while your da was away droving my sheep, I don’t forget that fact – I said to myself, I have a duty to this man.’ And then, as I now knew was his habit, Mr O’Loughlin had crossed his chest with a fast and fluid motion, as if whipping cream for a cake.


At the time of my arrival, Mother Scroope had instructed the other girls not to ask questions about my family or why I would not be going home for the holidays. Bull-nosed Ivy had persisted the longest, demanding to know – with her crooked teeth and mean eyes – why my father never came to see me.


‘He’s a drover, ain’t he?’ I’d retort, fighting the urge to pinch Ivy’s skinny arm and tell her to shut up and mind her own business. ‘Father’s too busy finding feed for Mr O’Loughlin’s sheep over the border. He can’t just come whenever he likes, you know.’


My chest tightened in memory of my flimsy excuses. It’s too far for him to come, I had told myself then. Surely, he would come if he could. But another voice, from deep inside, had always known why Father stayed away, and why he had never replied to my letters. For I alone had survived when the others had not.


Kneeling before the altar, I breathed in the calm air of the chapel and sighed as the bitter feeling slowly receded. Despite the heat and lingering smoke outside, the chapel was light and airy, its marble floor remaining cool to the touch. All along its length, softly hued stone walls rose sheer from the floor, arching towards each other to meet at their highest point. I returned my gaze to the five lancet windows above the altar. One for each of them. The large central window was for Mother while the smaller arched windows on either side, graduating downwards in height, lay claim to my brothers, Tommy and Jacky, and to my sisters, hardworking Esther and dear little Baby Eadie.


I took another deep breath and looked up just as morning sunshine flooded in through the stained glass, jewel tones kaleidoscoping before me. As always, the sight of the rainbow filled me with awe, causing the tears, which I had managed to hold in until now, to spill down my hot cheeks like wax from a candle.


A bell rang out in the distance. I rose from my knees with a sigh, brushing away my tears. Convent life was governed by all manner of rules and restrictions, leaving me as tightly bound as the stitched hem of my school uniform, with its coarse holland cloth. And although the feel of hard pavements and floorboards no longer felt strange beneath my feet, there were still days when I longed to remove my black stockings and stiff leather boots and run barefoot into the bush.


~


Later that day, once all traces of smoke had blown away, we were allowed back outside. Being a Saturday, and thus Parlour Day, some of the girls were expecting visitors; Hilda and myself were among them.


‘Mr Quong Tart’s Tea Rooms!’ Hilda sang the words like an anthem, while linking her arm through mine and dancing me around the lawn. ‘At the Queen Victoria Building!’


Hilda’s mother would soon be here to collect us in the family’s newest carriage. Outings between vacations were strictly limited, and we had required a special dispensation, presumably granted in recognition of all that the Fitzwilliam name represented. I adjusted my gloves and allowed a quick squeal of my own to burst out.


Tall, slim and fashionably dressed, Lady Fitzwilliam had a voice like butter and round gliding vowels that confirmed her aristocratic origins. At two o’clock sharp, she stepped down from the carriage to greet us both. Although Hilda had introduced me to her mother on several occasions, I had never been invited to join them on an excursion before today. Having already started bobbing, I wisely reassessed the situation and instead made the full Sacred Heart curtsy: one, two, three, down … four, five, six, up.


Triumphing over the afternoon heat with a palm-leaf fan, Lady Fitzwilliam stretched languidly on her seat as we rolled out of the school grounds.


‘Hilda, darling, why aren’t you waving back?’ Hilda’s mother smiled at the trio of animated faces waving madly from a second-storey window.


‘Not to them.’ Hilda dismissed them with a nonchalant sweep of her hand. ‘Why should I?’


‘Please speak nicely of your classmates, Hilda. They look perfectly charming. Such pretty girls, too.’


‘And don’t they know it!’ Hilda rolled her eyes. ‘Not one of them would normally give me the time of day. I bet they were just trying to make themselves look good in front of you.’


Torn between loyalty and politeness, I avoided Hilda’s knowing glance.


‘It’s true, Mother. That’s how Lillian and I came to be such good friends – wasn’t it, Lill?’ She turned to me for corroboration.


I nodded reassuringly.


‘She was the only one to stick up for me when I first came to Sacred Heart. Those other girls teased me and said I was fatter than a prize-winning cow, and Lill was the only one who defended me.’ Hilda gave an audible huff. ‘And then another time, when we overheard them saying that even my name was ugly, Lill convinced me they were wrong. She said lots of girls have names like flowers or jewels – like Pearl, Daphne, Ruby or Violet – but that there’s more to life than just being a pretty decoration with nothing of value to say.’


Conscious of Lady Fitzwilliam now appraising me with fresh eyes, I almost wished I’d brought a book to hide behind, however ungrateful it might have made me appear. Instead, as the carriage wound its way down New South Head Road towards town, I leaned back in my seat and gazed politely into the distance while Hilda and her mother discussed family matters – talk of the new baby soon to be expected by Hilda’s older sister, imminent plans for redecorating, recurring troubles with the servants.


My best friend had often complained to me about her mother, claiming they had nothing in common. Yet as I listened to them talk, stealing quick glances as Lady Fitzwilliam gave a small laugh or stroked Hilda’s arm, a painful twinge of jealousy shot through my chest. Hilda didn’t know how lucky she was. No matter how hard I tried, Mother’s image was slipping ever further from my memory, more of a shape or outline now, than rendered flesh and feature. Sometimes the sound of her reading voice would come to me, or the calloused touch of her hand, but these evocations were always fragile and the moment I tried to grasp hold of them they would elude me like the eye of a needle in a dimly lit room.


The carriage gave a sharp jerk and I flinched, ricocheted back in time to my first carriage ride during my 1500-mile long journey to the convent. Chaperoned by Mr O’Loughlin, we’d travelled all the way from my uncle’s shanty to Sydney, the legendary metropolis I knew only from Mother’s bedtime stories. If I closed my eyes, I could still hear the crack of the whip from the Cobb & Co. coach and see the clouds of white steam gushing forth from the incoming train at Bourke.


Even harder to forget was the smell of stale beer and the sickening sound of bareknuckle fist fighting outside the Great Western Hotel. Shaking his head with disapproval, Mr O’Loughlin had given the men a wide berth as we entered, shielding me from view, then looked back with concern as their jeering suddenly grew louder. Beside the huddle of shearers, I saw a Chinaman, no older than Tommy. Though he showed no sign of having been amongst the fighting, he stood cowering in fear.


‘Poor wretch,’ muttered Mr O’Loughlin. ‘They mean for him to fight the winner.’


He pushed me further inside the building with strict instructions not to come out. I watched him approach the shearers and whisper something into the ear of the man who’d grabbed hold of the Chinaman’s collar, then press something into his hand. Tobacco juice ran down the shearer’s jaw as he opened his mouth and bestowed an ugly toothless smile on Mr O’Loughlin, before letting the Chinaman go free.


‘Funny how money always talks,’ Mr O’Loughlin had said as he joined me inside and asked the hotelkeeper to show us to our rooms. ‘Especially for those who are otherwise hard of hearing.’


Back then, I hadn’t understood what he’d meant, but over the years I had seen how he found ways to use his wealth to help those in need, not least of all me. That afternoon in Bourke, Mr O’Loughlin had also given me another piece of advice.


‘One mustn’t judge a book by its binding, lass. Just because a man has yellow skin, or even black skin, and ours is white, that doesn’t make him any less worthy in God’s eyes. Lord knows I faced enough discrimination as a Catholic in my younger years, I’m not about to do the same thing to someone else.’


Bleary-eyed and weak the next morning, my window seat on the train had revealed nothing but dusty plains, littered with dead or dying livestock, proof enough that the drought existed in places other than my own forlorn backyard. Then came the unexpected sensation of climbing upwards into the mountains, where the brown landscape gave way to alien grey-green hues, followed by the excitement in the carriage as the train passed through the famous Lithgow Zig Zag on its way to Sydney Terminal.


I think I slept through most of the relatively short onward journey to the school at Rose Bay, riding in the omnibus pulled by the four greys who laboured valiantly up the hill three times each day, forced to repeat their climb over and over like that king from Greek mythology. Finally, I remembered waking up to the spectacular sight of Sydney Harbour, shimmering in the haze of early autumn and dotted with little steamers and pleasure boats. This was immediately followed by my first glimpse of the nuns dressed in their black habits, small faces framed with white goffered coifs, and encountering the peculiar nasal accents – I soon knew as French – with which some of them spoke. My new home could not have been any more different to the one I’d left behind. Most painful of all was the realisation that I was expected to address each of these women as Mother or Sister, this latter title being reserved for those without teaching responsibilities.


‘Do you play the pianoforte, Lillian?’ asked Lady Fitzwilliam, abruptly shattering my daydream.


‘Unfortunately, no, Lady Fitzwilliam. I’ve never taken lessons.’ I blushed, knowing the additional cost of piano tuition was not something that would naturally occur to her.


‘I was hoping you might encourage my daughter to practise more diligently.’ Lady Fitzwilliam cast a resigned look at Hilda. ‘Her sister sings and plays beautifully, and I’m quite convinced Hilda would be equally accomplished, if only she made more of an effort.’


Hilda frowned, while I felt another stab of envy.


‘Drawing then?’


I shook my head again, trying desperately to think of something interesting to say to divert the attention from myself. For the first time, I felt grateful that the nuns had succeeded in removing all traces of my once broad Australian accent.


A diversion came of its own accord as we neared the end of William Street. Hyde Park loomed before us, its cool green perimeter formally signalling the city’s importance.


‘Mother, can you have the carriage take us down past the harbour before we go on to the tea rooms? It’ll give Lillian a chance to see more of town.’ Hilda tilted her head to one side and batted her eyelashes. ‘Pretty please.’


Lady Fitzwilliam extended a long, graceful arm, glancing down at the delicate diamond watch circling her wrist, then nodded graciously and instructed her driver.


With the city now laid out before us, Lady Fitzwilliam asked no further questions and joined Hilda in pointing out the sights as our carriage turned right onto College Street. Though I shyly returned each of the smiles Lady Fitzwilliam bestowed, I felt awkward in her presence, and wondered how much she had been told about my situation. As the grand society doyenne Hilda had described, she probably spent her days presiding over gala charity events and raising hundreds of pounds in subscriptions for orphanages and the like. Perhaps I was just another poor soul to be pitied? Even so, her smiles appeared genuine and beneath her finely bejewelled exterior I sensed the same kindness of spirit as Hilda possessed.


‘Look, that’s St Mary’s Cathedral,’ said Hilda, elbowing me in her eagerness to ensure nothing went unseen. ‘I went there years ago with Mother and Father for the opening by Cardinal Moran. You’ve heard the nuns talk about St Mary’s, haven’t you, Lill?’


The carriage continued down Macquarie Street, flanked by grand sandstone buildings and elegant townhouses, offering tantalising glimpses of the Botanic Gardens. Obediently, I looked from left to right as Lady Fitzwilliam was called upon to confirm the name of numerous imposing structures – Burdekin House, the hospital, the Royal Mint and too many others to remember. Despite our bird’s eye view from the convent, I’d had little idea that all this existed. The world was so much bigger than I had imagined.


The traffic grew heavy. We were forced to a temporary standstill beside a rank of hansom cabs, and I couldn’t help but gape at the cabbies in their three-piece suits and flashing gold watch chains. Like a collection of prize roosters they stood in line, chests expanded with self-importance as they puffed on their pipes and stared back at me from under jauntily set bowler hats. Nearby on the pavement, a man was kneeling beside a display of watercolour pictures, his crumpled clothes in stark contrast to most of the passers-by. One lady, covered head to toe in black mourning attire, smiled and dropped a few coins into the artist’s upturned hat before continuing her promenade. One day, I vowed, I would come back here and buy a painting myself.


The road steepened as Sydney Harbour came into view, familiar yet different from this vantage point. I counted a dozen or more steamships in port, some docked and others blowing plumes of dark smoke into the air, unwelcome blemishes on an otherwise blue sky. Scattered along Circular Quay, ferry terminals promised passage to various seaside destinations – Manly, Milsons Point and Watsons Bay, home to many of the poor day students who came to Sacred Heart.


‘Wharfies,’ said Hilda, indicating the men loitering in small groups at the harbour’s edge.


My breath quickened at the sight of one man’s bearded profile. Something about the way he was leaning against the heavy iron gates, eyes to the ground and back to the water while he chewed his tobacco, reminded me of Father. But this time, on top of my usual reaction – a bilious mixture of guilt, hurt and anger that he’d cast me aside so cruelly after the fire, and even that he had died and left me an orphan – a new feeling came to me: sympathy. I had never once bothered to consider whether he might have been lonely throughout his long months droving, whether he’d had enough to eat or a soft bed in which to sleep. My only thought, then until now, had been of his work keeping him from home. It suddenly occurred to me that Father’s premature death might have been caused by despair just as much as by that fever from which he had never recovered.


Elsewhere by the quay, heavily laden draught horses waited patiently or enjoyed a feed from their nosebags. Hilda, uncharacteristically proud, explained how her father’s wool was stored and auctioned here from Mort’s wool store, before being loaded onto the clipper ships bound for London.


‘So, what do you think?’ she asked, flinging her arms wide like a priest at his pulpit.


I nodded vigorously. Hilda had been right. Town was jolly exciting.


Detour complete, our driver steered the horses up busy George Street towards the tea rooms at last. Competing with cabs, buggies, electrified trams, brewery wagons, bicycles and all manner of vehicles, our progress was slow and, at times – owing to the frequent presence of potholes – dangerous. Just then, I spotted a group of flannel-shirted navvies hard at work on road repairs. While Lady Fitzwilliam raised a lace-edged handkerchief to her face to cover the smell of hot pitch bubbling from the tar boiler, one of the men looked at me and winked, licking his lips in a way that made me shrink into my seat, suddenly conscious that I was approaching womanhood. Nobody had ever looked at me like that before.


By now, I was beginning to tire of buildings and instead turned my attention to the flower stalls in the middle of an open thoroughfare known as Martin Place, delighted by the huge wicker baskets full of colourful blooms. An elderly couple, both leaning heavily on canes, stopped before one of the umbrella-shaded stalls. The man pointed to a pastel pink posy and looked to his wife for approval. As the flower vendor wrapped the purchase, I grinned to see the wife plant a passionate kiss squarely on her husband’s lips. Such romance, even at their age! I wondered if Father had ever bought flowers for Mother here in Sydney when they first met, or whether anyone would ever buy flowers for me?


I thought of last month’s Rentrée, the official start of the school year. Amidst the rustle of brown paper-wrapped parcels filling the hallway and the clatter of pigskin valises being dragged up the stairs had been the usual talk of picnics and pantomimes, merry-go-rounds and matinees. This year, I’d been caught off guard by a surprising new kind of chatter, although thankfully not yet from Hilda. More than a few of our fellow fifth-formers came back talking of French fizz and flirtations, and wearing dreamy expressions, moderated only by the discomfort of their also recently adopted corsets. Several courtships had apparently progressed to dizzying new heights, and Esme Porter was reported to have received a firm offer of marriage. It was all quite unsettling, and I wasn’t sure whether I felt envy or relief that nothing like this was happening to me.


Finally, we approached the Queen Victoria Building. Even from a distance, it was easy to identify from its many copper domes. As the carriage pulled closer, I gasped as the building’s full length was revealed. Built on the scale of a grand cathedral, it appeared almost double the size of St Mary’s.


‘I said you’d be impressed, didn’t I?’ Hilda laughed.


I could only nod in return as I gawped at the elaborately decorated sandstone exterior.


‘Romanesque, I believe,’ murmured Lady Fitzwilliam as we alighted one by one.


‘It’s so hot, I’m positively sweating.’ Hilda tugged at her dress.


Lady Fitzwilliam looked at her serenely, eyebrows arched, and shook her head ever so slightly. ‘Stand straight, please, Hilda. A young lady’s posture speaks volumes.’


I quickly pulled back my own shoulders and lifted my chest, thinking of the chest expanders and other calisthenics equipment newly installed on the lower south verandah, which we girls had dubbed ‘The Chamber of Horrors’.


‘At night, the whole place is lit up,’ said Hilda, waving her arms around in a grand theatrical gesture. ‘Not just with gas burners, you know, but real electric light. Lots of the other buildings around here, too.’ She gave a loud pant. ‘I’m so thirsty, Mother. I could faint.’


Hilda continued her moaning right up to the main entrance. Peering up just in time to glimpse a huddle of marble figures overhead, I found myself in the most ornamental space I could ever imagine. A myriad of colours, textures and shapes vied for my attention – shining balustrades, trachyte stone stairways, stained-glass windows and an intricately tiled mosaic floor that reminded me of a geometry pattern I had once copied out during class. As golden sunshine poured in from the skylights and lit up the abundant riches surrounding us, I felt giddy and disoriented.


Following closely behind Lady Fitzwilliam, we glided through a spacious and elegant room on the ground floor, before ascending a plushly carpeted staircase which led directly to Quong Tart’s Elite Hall. Instantly, I felt myself transported to another realm. Surrounded by ferns, fountains and fans, it was as if we had sailed into the mystical Orient. Despite its immense size and exotic decoration, the hall itself was inviting and intimate. Adorning the room were treasures galore: mirrors hand-painted in Japan, according to Lady Fitzwilliam; massive wood-carvings from China; and marble reservoirs in which golden carp swam. The effect was one of exquisite coolness and the heat of the day was washed away, receding into mere memory.


I took my place at the table, holding my breath as the waiter eased my chair into position. A menu was placed into my trembling hands, offering endless choices of soup, fish, entrees, joints and cold joints, poultry, vegetables, salads, entremets, jellies, ices, fruit salads and creams. My eyes began to swim like the fish in the pond. I turned to Hilda, who fortunately had the situation well in hand.


‘A large plate of oysters with bread and butter,’ she pronounced with confidence, suggesting I have the same. Seeing my horrified reaction, Lady Fitzwilliam tactfully recommended the corned beef and carrots instead.


When the waiter returned, Lady Fitzwilliam ordered our meals and Hilda seized the opportunity to ask which iced fountain drink flavours were on offer that day. ‘Wait till you try yours, Lillian. I promise you’ll love it. It’s the latest thing.’


Before I could reply, Hilda leaned in.


‘It was ever so sad when Mr Quong Tart died,’ Hilda spoke in a stage whisper. ‘You must remember the girls talking about it a few years ago? Murdered right here in his office – bashed with an iron bar and robbed. Can you believe it?’


‘Please don’t be melodramatic, Hilda. He was not murdered.’ Lady Fitzwilliam had also lowered her voice. ‘He was attacked, as you said, and then the poor chap never recovered and died a year later. It really was a dreadful business.’


‘Everybody loved him. And everybody went to his funeral.’ Hilda spoke almost as if she had been there herself. ‘Afterwards, lots of people named their racehorses in his honour. Remember, Lill – like Marion’s father?’


I did remember hearing such stories. I also recalled wondering how a Chinese immigrant had managed to achieve such success in his business ventures and – even more impressive – how he had risen to such heights within Sydney high society. Maybe anything was possible here in the big city?


A moment later, a tall glass was placed before me with a flourish. I took my first sip of the ruby-coloured soda and reared back in surprise. Bubbles danced up my nose, making my eyes water, but Hilda had been right again – it was sweet and delicious.


When our meals arrived, I could hardly eat for excitement. I observed the effortless ease with which Lady Fitzwilliam navigated clear oxtail soup and curry of chicken and tried to replicate her elegant manners.


‘I hope you’re not watching your figure, Lillian Taylor,’ Hilda waggled her finger in warning. ‘With your tiny waist, all the boys will be making sheep’s eyes at you before long!’


I blushed, trying to catch Hilda’s eye to make her stop teasing, then noticed Lady Fitzwilliam’s despairing glance towards my friend’s significantly more cuddly form.


‘I know, I know,’ said Hilda, hiccupping loudly thanks to the soda and ignoring her mother’s dismayed expression. ‘You’re not going to get married. You’re going to be a teacher and live happily ever after – all on your own!’


‘Is that what you have in mind, Lillian?’ Lady Fitzwilliam turned to me.


I felt my blush travelling further down my neck and nodded. ‘I would like to become a governess, or even a qualified teacher, if I could, Lady Fitzwilliam. It will depend on how I go with my studies during the next couple of years and on …’ My voice trailed off uncertainly.


Though my heart was set on going to Sydney University, I was trying to keep my expectations in check. During his last visit in winter, Mr O’Loughlin had already indicated his willingness to pay my university fees and even the cost of residing at The Women’s College. Provided I could pass the public entrance exam, I might just achieve my goal. Living life as a university-educated teacher offered the kind of social status and independence afforded to very few women, even more so than being a private governess. It was an ambitious thought for someone like me.


‘Lillian’s clever as a whip, Mother. Even in Latin. Last year, she topped the class almost every month for the Compétition.’


‘And how were your latest test results, Hilda?’ asked Lady Fitzwilliam. ‘Reverend-Mother Salmon tells me your French is still very passable – we can be grateful for that Parisian governess your father hired when you were younger – but that you could apply yourself more to some of the arts d’agrément … your singing, dancing and the pianoforte, as we’ve already discussed.’ She looked meaningfully at her daughter.


Hilda pouted, and I finally began to feel a little sorry for her. Music and dancing aside, neither of us could match the artistic flair of some of the French nuns, exemplified by their exquisite lettering and illumination work, or even by the floral arrangements and tableaux vivants they created for feasts and receptions.


The waiter approached bearing a large silver tray.


‘Just in the nick of time! Here’s your rhubarb pie, Mother. And your rice custard, Lill. You must try the scones next time, they’re famous.’ Hilda wiped her chin with the back of her hand as hot butter dripped from her lips.


As Lady Fitzwilliam’s eyebrows arched yet again, I hid my smile behind my spoon.


~


Back in the carriage, sleepy and satisfied after our indulgent meal, Hilda half-heartedly pointed out a few more buildings along George Street. Here was the Town Hall, with its grand staircase and ornate decoration. There was St Andrew’s Anglican Cathedral – smaller than St Mary’s, but soaring in height. I glanced back at the Queen Victoria Building and caught sight of the immense central dome in all its glory, its copper roof already weathered to a silvery-green colour that reminded me of lichen. Crowning this great dome was the cupola, together resembling one of Queen Victoria’s own magnificent crowns, or – as Hilda suggested – a multi-layered cream cake with a cherry on top.


As we retraced our path back to Sacred Heart, I felt a marked change from a few hours earlier – beyond the cool breeze that had developed while we were inside the tea rooms and which had thankfully broken the heaviness of the air. I felt different … more hopeful somehow, and more grown up, if this could be possible after such a short time. Like the twists and turns of one of the daringly paced novels Mrs Spicer occasionally let me read during the holidays, the world outside the convent had revealed itself to be full of exciting possibilities.









Chapter 2


‘The Drover’s Wife’


Humidity hung over the room, typical of a February afternoon in Sydney, and reminded me of the heavy Roehampton blankets which covered my bed each winter. Together with the drone of cicadas outside and the pleasant sensation of a full belly, the heat was making me drowsy. The quiet voice of Mother McKenna, softened further by its lilting Irish accent, was warm and soothing. Perhaps no one would notice if I closed my eyes for a moment or two.


‘Today, girls,’ Mother McKenna began, making an effort to speak loudly, ‘we are going to read something different, a wonderful story about an Australian bush heroine.’


I felt myself begin to sway in my chair and tried to set my posture in an upright position.


‘It was written by Mr Henry Lawson in 1892,’ our teacher continued, ‘the same year that some of you were born, in fact.’


As one of those girls, my eyes opened briefly before again drifting shut. My own sixteenth birthday had passed by unnoticed the previous month while the other girls were all home with their families for the summer vacation. Only Hilda had thought to send me a card, along with a huge tin of biscuits, eager for my opinion on Arnott’s new Iced VoVo, a delicious pink and white concoction suggestive of a lamington cake.


‘Today’s story – this sketch, I should say – is called ‘The Drover’s Wife’ and we will be reading from Mr Lawson’s celebrated collection of Australian stories, While the Billy Boils.’


My eyes opened involuntarily at the word drover then closed, deliberately this time, blocking out the room. I took a deep breath and forced my expression to remain impassive.


‘We’re going to take turns reading aloud from the story,’ murmured Mother McKenna, as she thumbed through the pages of a small green book. ‘Dora, we will begin with you.’ She placed the open book into the hands of one of the weaker readers of our class and smiled encouragingly.


‘The two-roomed house is built of round timber, slabs, and stringy bark, and floored with split slabs,’ Dora intoned, tripping over the last two words. ‘A big bark kitchen standing at one end is larger than the house itself, verandah included,’ she continued. ‘Bush all round – bush with no horizon, for the country is flat.’


I felt a tug of recognition, for a world far removed from the convent – a place that did not exist anymore, or at least not for my family. As Dora read on, I found myself nodding in agreement with the details of the bush setting. Still on the first page, a snake appeared in the story, and while some of the others gasped in horror – feigned or otherwise – my own nodding simply became more pronounced. A snake was nothing out of the ordinary where I’d come from.


‘‘‘Tommy, come here, or you’ll be bit. Come here at once when I tell you, you little wretch!’’’ read Dora, trying to command the authority and speech of the drover’s wife.


I started, not at the coarseness of the language, which had some of the girls raising their eyebrows in mock indignation, but at the name of the eldest boy. Tommy. My own brother, Tommy, had been almost eighteen when he died. He would have been twenty-five or twenty-six by now, most likely married and with a family of his own. I felt ashamed that I couldn’t remember his actual birthday, especially now, when there was no way for me to ever find out. My last memories of my brother were of clinging onto his strong wiry frame as we raced towards our uncle’s shanty, and of his curt wave goodbye as he rode straight back home to meet the fire. I think I’d felt glad to get away from the pungent smell of his sweat-soaked shirt and from the sea of red dust kicked up by the horses’ hooves as he and Uncle Bill galloped into the distance.


Janet took over from Dora, and I felt myself succumb to the story’s grip. Nightfall was coming and the drover’s wife needed to keep the children safe while she and the dog kept vigil, watching and waiting for the snake’s reappearance. I pictured the family scene that was so like my own – two older boys, two younger girls, a father away droving, and a mother capable of knocking down anything that crossed her path. Only the writer’s description of an impending thunderstorm, followed by rain that came down in torrents, jarred with the images forming in my mind.


As the reading continued in Janet’s far more capable hands, I started again in recognition, this time over the mention of the Young Ladies’ Journal. Mother used to read that journal, along with whatever else she could lay her hands on. She would take turns reading aloud with my sister and me, encouraging us to sound out the longer words and not simply look at the illustrations, as Esther was prone to do.


I smiled as Janet narrated the humorous exchange between the two brothers bickering at bedtime, and did not immediately register the name of the younger brother, Jacky. But when I did, I sat up straight, as shocked as if I had seen a ghost.


Seated beside me, Hilda felt my movement and raised her eyebrows in question.


‘Same as my brother,’ I whispered. ‘Both of them.’


Hilda nodded sympathetically, patting my leg under the desk.


I heard a knock on the classroom door, and looked up guiltily, as if I’d been caught talking in class and was now to be punished. But it was only Mere De Konig, our animal-loving German portress, with a message. Mother McKenna rose from her desk and raised her palm in the air, calling a temporary halt to the reading.


‘Sorry, Lill,’ whispered Hilda, taking the chance to continue our conversation. ‘I know you still miss them.’


‘It’s like he’s talking about my family,’ I breathed. ‘And even our house.’


Behind us, I sensed Ivy trying to listen in.


‘Thank you, Janet. Your turn now, Ivy,’ instructed Mother McKenna, closing the door behind her.


‘Thank you, Mother,’ said my old arch nemesis in her sickly-sweet voice. ‘But I think Lillian wants to ask you something about the story first.’


‘Lillian?’ Mother McKenna prompted.


‘It’s nothing,’ I mumbled, wishing I could turn around and kick Ivy in the shins as she deserved.


‘Something about her brothers, I think,’ Ivy added, cunningly assuming a helpful expression.


‘What is it you wanted to ask, Lillian?’ Mother McKenna had always encouraged my love of literature.


‘I’m sorry, Mother,’ I said, wrangling with myself. ‘I do have a question.’


‘Go ahead.’


‘Do you think … I wondered if … Does Mr Lawson base his stories on real life?’ I lifted my eyes to meet those of my teacher while avoiding Hilda’s quizzical expression.


‘I expect he does,’ said Mother McKenna. ‘He is well known for his true-to-life accounts of the bush and those who live there. Carry on now, please, Ivy.’


‘I’m sorry, Mother.’ I bit down on my lip, feeling utterly exposed yet determined to finish what I had now started. ‘It’s just that I think Mr Lawson may have written this story about my family.’


Mother McKenna smiled benignly while some of the girls appeared curious and others, like Ivy, stifled a giggle. ‘Come now, Lillian. I’m sure he’s met all sorts of people who have inspired his stories. It’s natural that country folk or those hailing from the outback, like yourself, should identify with his yarns, might even see themselves in certain characters, but the likelihood of this story being based on your own blessed family is very slim, my dear girl. Why don’t you read for us next instead?’ She took the book from Ivy, who was now grinning with delight, and handed it to me.


I took a deep breath and prepared to begin reading but found I could not. ‘My oldest brother was called Tommy, just like this in the story. And my other brother was called Jacky, just like this one. And the house sounds like ours. And we used to read the Young Ladies’ Journal. And—’


‘I do understand, Lillian,’ Mother McKenna cut me off, ‘but I’m quite certain these are all simply coincidences, and you must know those boys’ names are very common.’ She pulled the book from my trembling hands and thrust it towards Hilda, who was looking at me anxiously. ‘Now, let’s continue.’


A deep blush rose from my chest and throat, spreading to my cheeks, which blazed an uncomfortable crimson. The other girls took their cue from Mother McKenna’s clear-cut pronouncement so that my claim no longer seemed intriguing but ridiculous. Fresh giggles erupted, with no effort to stifle them this time, and while Hilda shot daggers at the ringleaders, Mother McKenna merely raised her hand until order was restored to the room. Hilda began reading.


I shrank down into my seat, my heart thumping so loudly I was sure everyone could hear it. At first, I was too embarrassed to concentrate on the unfolding story of the drover’s wife, but – as my best friend’s soothing tone gradually penetrated my defences – I began to listen with determination, cataloguing each additional ‘coincidence’ with the exacting skill of a librarian. Possums, yes. An uncle living nearby, yes. His ‘little son’ bitten by a snake, no – that part he must have made up. But the uncle bringing provisions, yes. I still remembered Uncle Bill riding up every few weeks when Father was away, his saddlebags full. My job was to help Esther make the tea and fix up dinner while he sat under the verandah to yarn with Mother or took a nap inside.


The Young Ladies’ Journal, yes, the fashion plates, oh yes. My father’s occasional talk about moving us to town when he next came home, yes, I remembered that too. Afterwards, Mother would say it was all very well for Father to keep building up our hopes like that, but that we might as well accept the life we’d been given and make the best of it. I nodded now at the wisdom of this advice.


I nodded even more emphatically at the description of the last two children being born in the bush – for yes, I had been one of them. And I, too, had been told the story of how Old Mary, whom Mr Lawson was calling Black Mary, had made much better work of attending to Esther’s birth than that useless old quack of a doctor, whom Mother had not even bothered to call in for my own birth.


In contrast to these familiar family anecdotes, some of which I had all but forgotten over the years, I listened with horror at the untold secret of a dead child and the thought of my mother riding out alone for assistance. I shivered instinctively, despite our hot classroom. Poor, brave Mother. Had that really happened?


To Hilda’s left, the next reader began and now Mr Lawson’s story took an exciting turn as the drover’s wife faced challenge after challenge: fighting a grass fire – yes, it was not the first or the last our family had seen; a flood and the washing away of the dam – that must have been before I was born because I had no memory of anything like that; cattle disease, a mad bullock, crows, eagles, swagmen and sundowners – was there nothing Mother could not do?


My chest, still flushed with humiliation, now swelled with pride. Though I was desperate to speak out once more, I could not fail to notice Ivy and the other girls still exchanging scornful glances. Fear of further judgement kept me silent.


As the final reader took her turn, the story came to its dramatic climax, both terrifying and exhilarating in its inevitability. In the grotesque image of the faithful dog shaking the snake between its gnashing jaws and in the imagined thud-thud-thud of the mother’s club as she broke the snake’s back, the truth came to me – unassailable and absolute. It was almost funny, I conceded. It was the dog that proved what I had known all along. I hadn’t picked up on it earlier – its name, Alligator. A good name for a dog, no denying it, but didn’t Mr Lawson know there were no alligators in Australia? That, I thought with grim satisfaction, was why our own dog had been called Crocodile.









Chapter 3


My Brilliant Idea


After class, I kept my head down as Hilda fell into stride with me. ‘You never usually want to talk about your family, Lillian. I don’t even think I knew your brothers’ names before today.’


I brought my index finger to my lips and indicated the two nuns ahead of us in the corridor.


Hilda lowered her voice. ‘But wouldn’t it be incredible if Mr Lawson really had called in on your house and if that’s what gave him the idea for his story?’


My breath caught but I shook my head. ‘It was all just a coincidence,’ I whispered. ‘Just like Mother McKenna said.’


‘Are you sure?’ Hilda looked doubtful.


I gave a decisive nod. ‘I let myself be carried away by my imagination, that’s all.’


~


Later that day, despite these outward assurances, and despite the consequences if I were to be discovered, I seized upon my first opportunity to return to the classroom alone. I found the small volume of stories, with its distinctive green binding and gilt lettering, on Mother McKenna’s desk and slipped it into the pocket of my ulster. Then, after pleading a headache at supper, I was excused for the night and went to my room. In the thick yellow light of evening, I lay on my narrow iron bed, leafing through the book until I found the story. I read it through once, then a second time, using my neatest handwriting to record every possible reference to my family in my notebook.


By now, there was no doubt at all in my mind. It all fit together. My brothers’ names. The ages of the children, the two boys, the two girls, even the dog. I must have been that baby that the drover’s wife had quickly snatched up from the ground when the snake first appeared. Comforted by the image of little Lillian resting safely on Mother’s hip, my heart fluttered and soared like a kite in the breeze.


Yet, even as I took comfort in these vivid new images of my family and home, something about the way Mr Lawson had presented them was bothering me. All afternoon I’d felt it eating away at me, penetrating my usual defences, like a worm boring its rotten trail through an apple to reach its core. By now thoroughly vexed, I pored over the twelve typeset pages, searching for the underlying cause of my distress. Mr Lawson’s unkind descriptions of my brothers and sisters as ‘ragged’ and ‘dried up’ were hard to ignore – although if he had looked more closely, he would have seen that Mother made us wash our hands and faces every morning and night, regardless of the effort required to bring water up from the soak. But no, it wasn’t that. I kept looking.


There was also the full-page illustration at the end of the story. Against a rustic kitchen backdrop was a boy – presumably meant to be Tommy – dressed in his nightshirt, arms wrapped around his mother’s neck, with a caption: ‘Mother, I won’t never go drovin’; blarst me if I do!’ To my ears, this promise to stay and help our mother sounded more like something Esther would have said than Tommy, who couldn’t wait to leave home and join Father. But no, it wasn’t that either.


Then it fell into place.


It was the names themselves that were troubling me. Mr Lawson had chosen to name both my brothers in the story, Tommy and Jacky – that was what had first alerted my attention in class. I was so happy to see their names there in print. Even our old dog had been allowed to keep his own name, or something very close to it. But where was Esther’s name? Where was my name? Where was my mother’s name? Surely Mother would have introduced the whole family to Mr Lawson, as with any other guest welcomed into our home. Here was a story about all of us, a surviving piece of my family, and yet even here we had been half-erased. It felt like someone was squeezing my heart and I started to tremble.


True, my father’s name was not included either. He was simply the drover. But that made better sense to me. He would have been away when the writer paid his visit. Mother might not even have mentioned his name. And anyway, thinking about how little time Father had even spent with us at home, Mr Lawson’s honorary title lent my father a kind of authority I wasn’t sure he deserved.


But my mother, my brave and capable mother – the heroine herself, for goodness’ sake – she was just ‘the drover’s wife’. Never mind that she was the subject of the whole story, to Henry Lawson, and everyone else who read this tale – her tale – she would never be anything more than a drover’s wife. As if that said it all.


The longer I thought about it the more furious I became. To have been seen but not seen. To have been featured in a story read by thousands of people, probably hundreds of thousands, but not to be acknowledged. It was not right. This should have been our story too, mine and Esther’s and Mother’s – it was our story – but without our names in it for all to read, no one would ever believe that to be true.


~


As the weeks passed, my anger towards Henry Lawson intensified, growing darker and gathering momentum like a Sydney summer storm. After my humiliation that day in class, I had vowed never to reveal my suspicions again. At least, not until I had the evidence to prove them. By the time the school term ended, and Hilda and the other girls had gone home for the winter break, I had the beginnings of a plan. I had also settled upon an unwitting accomplice for my fact-finding mission.


‘Mrs Spicer,’ I began, as I worked beside her over the steaming copper pots, helping her wash sheets in the tiny boiler room, ‘Hilda and I are doing a school project next term about a famous Australian and we’ve picked Henry Lawson.’


‘The writer?’ She looked surprised. ‘Are you sure Hilda’s parents would approve of your choice? I suppose he’s famous enough, but I doubt Lady Fitzwilliam would care for his republican views.’


‘Oh yes, they think it’s wonderful. Hilda’s father just adores bush poetry.’ I couldn’t believe the lies coming from my mouth.


Mrs Spicer looked at me strangely as she positioned the first dripping wet bedsheet between the mangle’s two rollers, ready for me to start the wringing.


‘We just have a few questions we’d like him to answer for our project. Do you think you could find out his address so I could send him a letter?’


Mrs Spicer’s eyes narrowed further. ‘I’m not sure that’s a good idea.’


‘Why not?’


‘Let’s just say Mr Lawson has had a lot of bother in his personal life ever since he returned from London some years back. He might not have the time to answer your questions.’


‘What kind of bother?’ I was like a dog with a bone. Or, better still, like the dog in Lawson’s story with the snake locked between his jaws.


Mrs Spicer looked around to make certain none of the nuns were within earshot. ‘I gather his marriage ended badly and that he … has trouble staying away from alcohol. I don’t approve of idle gossip, as you’d know, but seeing as this was in the newspaper and all, I guess there’s no harm telling you.’


Although still speaking in a low voice, she now appeared to be enjoying her role. ‘Well, as it happens, he was even sent to gaol one time – in fact, I’ve heard it was more than once – for not giving his wife and children the money he was supposed to, for their upkeep and so forth. They’re divorced, you see.’ She shook her head disapprovingly, then gave an involuntary shudder, as if these mortal sins had been hers. ‘There was also that “fall” he took from a cliff in Manly and various “hospital” stays – if you get my meaning. It might be best, dear, if you and Hilda chose a more suitable Australian for your project.’


My mind whirred furiously, churning through Mrs Spicer’s revelations faster than my hands could turn the crank. A drinking problem … divorce … neglecting his children, mysterious falls, hospitalisations and even gaol. When I compared such scandalous behaviour to Mr Lawson’s austere writing style and the message of heroism in his stories, it made no sense. And although I was shocked to think of how far his fortunes had fallen and how unhappy his life must be, I was also felt a certain satisfaction. Why should he profit from my family’s story?


‘But Mrs Spicer, it’s too late to change now, we’ve already made a start. Isn’t there anything you can give me to help?’


‘My, my, you are a persistent so-and-so today, aren’t you? I suppose I could pass on whatever I come across in the paper about him. And I can look through some of our old Bulletin magazines – there’s always one of his poems or stories in there. But mind you keep them to yourself. I don’t want anyone saying I’m giving you funny ideas.’ She raised her reddened fingers to her lips and winked, as she often did when slipping reading material my way.


‘Thank you, Mrs Spicer. You know I’m always grateful for whatever you can give me.’


Although I missed Hilda during the two vacations each year, and was still expected to help with chores, the holidays were my only chance to read fiction, rather than just the heavy factual books read aloud to us each day and designed to improve our minds. In contrast to this dreary torrent of information which usually went in one of my ears and out the other, a well-written novel could set my imagination on fire. Best of all, I could almost always rely on a novel’s happy ending – something sorely lacking in my own life.


~


True to her word, Mrs Spicer presented me with a handful of Bulletin magazines the following morning, along with a book.


‘My Brilliant Career by Miles Franklin,’ I read aloud. ‘Thank you, I’ve been dying to read it.’ Quite a few of the girls had talked about this novel and I knew its contents were in some way controversial.


‘It was written by a young woman from the bush, when she was not much older than you. But don’t go getting any funny ideas, you hear? And remember, you didn’t get this from me.’


‘Thanks a lot, Mrs Spicer,’ I grinned, surrendering myself wholeheartedly to both my mission and this thrill of the illicit.


I spent the rest of the day, in between chores, looking through the magazines, but was disappointed by every single one of Henry Lawson’s stories and poems printed within. Not because they were badly written – far from it, I had to admit – but because I could find no further mentions of my family, direct or otherwise.


The following day, I took a break from my research task and instead read Miss Franklin’s novel, devouring the whole book in a matter of hours. Her story of Sybylla Melvyn was laced with uncensored judgements about country society and the expectations on girls and young women to conform (girls like me!). It wasn’t hard to see why it had caused such a sensation when it was published six or seven years earlier. Part of me wished Sybylla had taken the easy option and married wealthy young Harold Beecham when she’d had the chance, but I understood why she felt she could not. I said a silent prayer that my own future pupils would be nothing like the unruly charges with whom she’d had to contend as an indentured governess to the dreadful M’Swat family. If only I had Miss Franklin’s talent for writing, as well as her boldness, perhaps I too might carve out my own ‘brilliant career’.


Aside from the story itself, which left me wondering which parts were fact and which parts fiction, I was intrigued by the warm preface from Henry Lawson at the start. Perhaps this was the real reason Mrs Spicer had thought to lend it to me?


The preface was marked ‘England, April 1901’, and hence, I presumed, before Mr Lawson’s life had taken a downward slide. In it, he described how he had received a letter from the author – whom he’d quickly discerned to be an authoress, despite the ambiguity of her name – asking him to read her manuscript and to advise on its publishing. Mr Lawson went on from there to discuss the book and praise its quality of truth and Australianness.


What should I make of this? On the one hand, I found it patronising that Mr Lawson called such a talented writer ‘a little bush girl’, and I thought again of my nameless mother and sister. On the other hand, he had undoubtedly gone out of his way to assist Miss Franklin in her goal. Like honey dripping over my morning porridge, a sweet trickle of hope now ran through my veins. Perhaps, if I couched my enquiry in just the right manner, Henry Lawson might be willing to answer my questions after all?


~


At the end of the week, Mrs Spicer had another pile of magazines waiting for me in the boiler room. ‘Some of them are very old, I know, but they’re still worth a read.’ She leaned over and winked conspiratorially. ‘Mr Spicer never approved of my subscription because he said it filled my head with grand notions, but I make it a rule never to listen to him when he’s talking rubbish.’


‘The Dawn: a journal for Australian women,’ I recited, rubbing the thick paper stock between my fingers, and trying not to look shocked at what Mrs Spicer had said about her husband.


‘You know who published that, don’t you?’


I glanced down. ‘Edited by Dora Falconer.’


‘No, no, don’t pay any attention to that. That was just her pen name. See here,’ she said, thrusting another cover at me. ‘Mrs Louisa Lawson.’


I had first heard mention of Louisa Lawson a few years earlier when the Suffrage Act had been passed by Parliament, giving women of New South Wales the right to vote. ‘Henry Lawson’s mother?’ I ventured, feeling a trifle foolish that I had not made the connection myself. ‘Don’t they call her the Mother of Suffrage?’


‘Exactly! And when it comes to politics or business, or writing, for that matter, Mrs Lawson is as good as any man. Better than most, in fact. Do you know she was the first woman editress in this country? And everyone she had working for her was a woman too. Right from the beginning, the men tried to bully her out of business, but she wasn’t having any of it. That’s a good lesson for you right there, Lillian. Don’t ever let a man tell you what to do, not even your own husband.’


‘Yes, Mrs Spicer,’ I promised, wondering what it might take for me to keep this promise for life.


‘Listen to this, for starters,’ Mrs Spicer said, adopting an unexpectedly melodramatic tone as she began reading. ‘Bound, padded, compressed and laced, the modern woman is a highly artificial product, made not after God’s image but as near as possible to a fashion plate; and if any inhabitant of another planet were curious to see what a real natural woman was like, we should have to take him to some of the few women who are not afraid to use dress for purposes of health and comfort only, and beg him to overlook those who, by corsets, high heels, and a score of other inventions, have succeeded in constructing in themselves, a new variety of woman.’


I giggled. ‘A new variety of woman – she makes it sound funny. I should show it to some of the girls in our form who’ve started wearing stays this year.’


‘She wrote that in 1889, nearly twenty years ago, before you were born. It was good advice then, and it’s good advice now, but not much has changed for the better. Lord knows men have a lot to answer for, but women can be just as stupid all on their own too.’


I grinned, silently adding corsets and high heels to the list of things I must not do.


‘My point is this, Lillian: Mrs Lawson stopped putting out The Dawn a few years ago, and I’m not exactly sure what she’s up to now, but don’t you think she’d make a much better famous Australian for your project than her son?’


‘Oh,’ I mumbled, temporarily deflated. I’d been hoping these journals might somehow hold the key to my quest about ‘The Drover’s Wife’. I forced myself to smile and nod. ‘Thanks Mrs Spicer. I’ll be sure to talk to Hilda about it when she comes back.’


~


Having previously read the popular Australian detective novel The Mystery of a Hansom Cab, and more than a few of Conan Doyle’s stories, I was beginning to think of myself as something of a Sherlock Holmes. And just when I’d given up on getting any new clues from Mrs Spicer, inspiration for the next chapter in my investigation came from an unexpected source.


I’d been polishing the silver and was laying the knives, forks and spoons in neat rows across the pile of old newspapers retained for this purpose. The sheets laid out were from The Freeman’s Journal, a Catholic publication whose masthead proclaimed it as the oldest weekly newspaper in the Australasian colonies, and as I was setting down a spoon I spotted Henry Lawson’s name. It was in the Personal columns, beneath a photograph of an American actress touring Australia and above an advertisement for Maitland Brewing Company. I quickly began reading, wondering whether his drinking problems had landed him in gaol or hospital once again. Instead of any details about his present living circumstances, this mention concerned the writer’s childhood.


Henry Lawson’s early days seem to have been the rugged lot of the child on new diggings. He tells of his life in The Lone Hand, and his first memories are of Pipe Clay, Mudgee, Gulgong, and other scenes of early rushes for gold. Those early years form a tale of hardship, poverty, squalor, and misery, but the poet found many bright and happy memories of his younger years.


Still holding a knife in one hand, I considered this description. But even though I was poised and ready to find fault with his character at the first opportunity, I was instead reminded of my own childhood beginnings. As I continued reading, I was surprised to discover other similarities between his experiences and mine. Although not a Catholic, he had apparently attended a Catholic school in Mudgee for some months. Try living in a convent for eight years, I imagined saying to him, and you’d soon discover just how many prayers can be crammed into a single school week. I read on.


‘He writes that he doesn’t know why he was sent there, but guessed it was because his mother had got disgusted with their own churchmen of the time.’ My eyes widened at this picture of Louisa Lawson’s defiance, though given the tone of her writing in The Dawn, I should not have been so shocked. Lawson’s grandfather was described as ‘a swarth “man of Kent” whose people were supposed to be gypsies’, while his father was a Norwegian who left his ship in search of Australian gold. A gold-digger, I mused, and wondered whether Lawson’s father had been away from home as much as mine. Finally, Lawson wrote affectionately about a Father O’Donovan who had spoken kindly and drawn him out of himself, talking of poetry and of Edgar Allen Poe, whose book of poems Lawson’s mother had allowed him to read. Like me, it seemed he had been a reader from a young age, and shy.


I now wondered what other useful nuggets of information might be hiding amongst the rest of Henry Lawson’s youthful recollections. What if these memories extended to describing his travels into the far north-west of New South Wales, where my family had lived? I considered asking Mrs Spicer whether she could procure me a copy of this Lone Hand newspaper but, in the end, I figured it would be safer not to ask.


Although no closer than before to having Henry Lawson’s mailing address, a new idea suddenly occurred to me. I would follow the example of another enterprising young lady from the bush, the now famous Miss Miles Franklin, who had written to him care of the Bulletin newspaper to ask his advice about getting her novel published. As one of their most regular contributors, surely someone there would be able to pass on my letter to the man himself.


Now that was a ‘brilliant’ idea.


~


More than a week passed before I had the opportunity to write my letter and give it to Mr Spicer (and not Mrs Spicer) to post on my behalf. It had taken a few drafts for me to be satisfied with its wording. Although my hand trembled with both anger and longing as I held my pen, I was careful not to let my emotions show on the page. I had to be polite and not put him on his guard, else he would never give me the answers I needed. I made certain to include my return address at the convent and even enclosed another envelope and stamp for his reply.


Mr Henry Lawson (the writer)


c/ The Bulletin Newspaper


214 George street North


Sydney, N. S. Wales


Australia


11 July 1908


Dear Mr Lawson,


I hope this letter finds you in good health. Although you don’t know me (or at least not to recognise me as I look today), I hope you will remember meeting my mother during your previous inland travels.


My family lived in the middle of the bush, somewhere in the far north-west of our colony, in a small two-roomed house with a large bark kitchen at one end. My father was a drover and was often away with sheep for long periods. In his absence, my mother took charge of us children, my two older brothers, Tommy and Jacky, along with my older sister who was called Esther. (There was also my baby sister, Eadie, but that was not until after your visit.)


By now, I trust you will have guessed the identity of my family since you portrayed us so accurately in your celebrated story of ‘The Drover’s Wife’, which you wrote the same year I was born.


I am sure you will be very sorry to hear that my mother, along with my brothers and sisters, died in a bushfire in 1900. Since then, I’ve been a boarder at Sacred Heart, where I am presently in my penultimate year of studies. My father is also dead.


Please be assured that I am not writing this letter to cause any trouble. I understand that as a writer you must meet all kinds of people and hear all kinds of stories. I expect it’s only natural to want to share some of them with a wider audience, a bit like a journalist reporting on the news.


Perhaps one day, once I have finished school, we could meet? You could tell me more about your memories of the time you spent with my family and anything else you noticed about my mother, or that she might have talked to you about, but which you did not have time to mention in your story.


In the meantime, I have a small favour to ask: the next time our story comes to be reprinted, would you ever consider including the rest of my family’s names too?


Yours faithfully,


Miss Lillian Taylor
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