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The Times, London, 4 October 1867


The Patrons and Members of the Female Middle Class Emigration Society have this week farewelled six more governesses who have gone forth to the Colonies to take up employment in their chosen vocations.


Four of these gentlewomen embarked in the Pacific Star and two others sailed from our shores in City of Liverpool.


Members of the Female Middle Class Emigration Society are to be commended for their dedication to the well-being of their less fortunate sisters, for it is a sad fact that there is little employment in this country for educated ladies who have fallen on hard times.


We are advised that the last time the Society advertised for governesses to go abroad an astonishing three hundred and six applications were received, many of these females forced to admit they were reduced to penury.


Much as the Society would wish to assist all of the applicants, budgetary considerations keep the number of those who are successful at a relatively low level.


Because of this, however, females who have received approval can lay claim to expertise in English Studies, Latin, French or German, Music, Painting, and Elocution.


It should be said that our loss is the Colonials’ gain, for what family would not consider themselves truly blessed to be able to welcome such paragons into their homes? We wish the emigrants Bon Voyage and every success in the Antipodes.




Chapter One


The dazzling white lighthouse at Cape Moreton blazed a warm welcome to the weary passengers and crew of the City of Liverpool as she sailed sturdily into the bay on this glorious sunny morning, and they were pathetically grateful for its reassuring presence. The dangers of the great oceans were behind them. The voyage of fifteen weeks to the day was almost over.


They had been warned that this wide bay could be rough, but today it was kind as the ship left the shelter of Stradbroke Island and headed for the mainland, rocked by a gentle swell. High above, pelicans drifted in the depths of a flawless blue sky, and sleek dolphins flashed through the clear waters as if challenging the vessel to race them to the mouth of the Brisbane River.


Two young ladies in dark bonnets and capes stood at the crowded rail of the small section of deck allotted to second-class passengers, eagerly viewing their progress.


‘Shan’t be long now,’ Emilie said to her sister, excitement in her voice.


‘Thank God for that. I can’t wait to get off this dreadful ship.’


They passed several islands and Emilie consulted her notebook.


‘It says here that one of those islands is called St Helena and it is also a prison. How extraordinary. And the other one is a leprosarium. What a horrible place that must be, Ruth.’


‘Terrifying. But I suppose the poor things could be in worse places. The islands themselves appear pleasant.’


Other passengers began moving about, bringing cabin luggage up to the decks, gathering family and friends together to engage in lengthy farewell conversations and comparisons of further travel plans. But the Tissington sisters remained aloof. They were on their way to find employment as governesses in Brisbane or the vicinity and, in deference to their calling, they deemed it important to learn as much as possible about this new land. They had both kept journals of the voyage, and read everything they could find about Australia, but now they could physically expand their knowledge by not wasting a minute as they travelled down the river, taking note of its course and the unusual flora that bordered its muddy shores.


It must be said, too, that though they gave the impression of sophistication, neither of them was above a childish searching of those same shores for a glimpse of the famous kangaroos or koalas, but unfortunately not one marsupial as much as showed a nose from the greenery. Birds, however, were not in short supply. On past the coastal mangroves Ruth recognised stately eucalypts towering over bushland lit by clumps of startling red flowers, obviously a source of nectar for the thousands of brightly coloured birds that screeched and chattered along the banks.


Emilie was charmed. ‘Will you look at those parrots! Aren’t they just gorgeous?’


‘Lorikeets, I believe. It’s wonderful to be able to see them in the wild. Excellent subjects for your watercolours.’


They returned to their own thoughts, gazing at the unfamiliar countryside, Ruth’s mind drifting unwillingly to the unhappy chain of events that had forced them to go abroad in search of a decent living. She shuddered. Had they not gained the support of the Female Middle Class Emigration Society they would by now have reached the end of their tether in London, living in hideous poverty, unemployed and desperate. She mourned their dear mother. Alice Tissington would have turned in her grave had she known the misery her two daughters had endured since her death. She had been an educated woman, her father a philosopher and mathematician, and she had seen to it that Ruth and Emilie received comprehensive tutelage in the arts in addition to the knowledge they acquired at the Brackham village school.


Three years ago … a lifetime ago, Ruth mused … their widowed father had remarried. The shy girls made their stepmother welcome, only to find that this woman begrudged their presence in the small household, and they were soon to hear in the village that she was given to gossiping about them, claiming that they were lazy and indolent, a couple of budding old maids who were a burden on their dear father. The twenty-three-year-old Ruth was shocked and embarrassed. In her quiet way she reminded the new Mrs Tissington that her earnings as a music teacher contributed to the housekeeping and that Emilie, only nineteen, was already taking private pupils in French and art appreciation.


‘That’s another thing,’ the woman had retorted. ‘I won’t have my home turned into a schoolroom with all sorts marching in and out. Take your lessons elsewhere.’


Ruth appealed to William Tissington, who pointed out that his wife was within her rights. ‘How can she entertain in her own drawing room if you’ve got juveniles plonking away on the piano in there? Besides, the poor woman is suffering headaches from the constant jangling.’


Confrontations between the women became more frequent. Emilie objected fiercely to their stepmother’s constant carping, while Ruth endeavoured to solve the problems as a gentlewoman should, but to no avail. Naively, the sisters did not understand that a wife could undermine them, chipping away at their security until their base became very fragile.


When Emilie announced that she had invited friends to another of their musical evenings, Mrs Tissington flatly refused permission.


‘I am informing you as a courtesy,’ Emilie flared. ‘Our musical evenings are highly regarded in the village, they always have been. Ruth and I are entitled to a social life. We don’t need your permission to have a few friends over; this is our home too, you know.’


‘We’ll see about that. I shall speak to Mr Tissington.’


‘By all means!’


Their father’s decision still rankled.


‘I cannot put up with this constant bickering. This lady is my wife. She shouldn’t have to put up with it either. She has done her best with you girls, but apparently you do not reciprocate her attempts at goodwill. It will be better if you find other accommodation.’


After the initial shock had subsided, the two young women agreed that a move wasn’t such a bad idea after all. It would be pleasant to have their own home, to be independent, and wonderfully free of that dreadful person. However, they decided against renting accommodation in the village because it would soon be common knowledge that they had, in effect, been evicted from their own home. Neither of them was willing to suffer that humiliation. Better to go straight to London, where they knew a few people and where there would be a much wider scope of opportunities for them to seek engagements as tutors or day governesses.


Tissington gave Ruth twenty pounds to begin with, and a promise of further financial assistance, which never eventuated. He also arranged for a carrier to take their trunks and furniture to London. Furniture, his wife was quick to point out, that she was sparing them from her home, out of the goodness of her heart.


Thinking back now, Ruth realised how foolish she’d been to expect to arrive in London and find suitable employment with only personal references. As they were told time and again, by prospective employers and agents, they lacked experience.


She choked back a sob. But what else could they have done? Abandoned by their father, funds dwindling, they managed to earn a few shillings here and there, working at stop-gap jobs, assisting in libraries, letter-copying in offices, minding children in the absence of their nannies, and other insignificant posts, but desperation had set in. They sold their books and as much of their furniture as they could spare, moved to a bleak basement room, and sat in the dark at night, half starved, afraid even to waste a candle, and all the while their pleas to their father for help were ignored.


It was Emilie who heard about the Female Middle Class Emigration Society, Emilie who contacted them and stumbled on the first glimmer of good fortune the girls had encountered for such a long time. One of the members, checking their applications, had known their late mother. She was distressed to find that her friend’s daughters had fallen on hard times, and immediately recommended that they be accepted into the emigration programme. They were soon deemed to be ideal to take up positions as governesses in Queensland, travelling under the auspices of the Society, and were offered a loan of two hundred pounds to cover their passage and expenses. The two girls were overjoyed. Not only had they narrowly escaped penury, but now they heard that they could expect to earn at least one hundred pounds a year as governesses in the Colony. They discovered, however, that there was one last hurdle to overcome. They had to produce a guarantor for the loan, in case they found themselves unable to refund the money within the specified three years. The guarantor would then become liable.


‘What can we do?’ Emilie had wailed. ‘Who would guarantee us such a large amount?’


‘Father.’


‘Who? Definitely not! I wouldn’t ask him if my life depended on it.’


‘We have to try,’ Ruth said gloomily. ‘Our lives could depend on it.’


‘He won’t answer.’


‘He just might. Don’t you see? If he knows we’re leaving the country, and that the Society has assured us of positions in the Colony, he’ll be rid of us. No more begging letters. We will be able to repay the loan ourselves, with three years in which to do so. He’s got nothing to lose. I believe he will write a guarantee for us. It’s the least he can do now.’


Emilie finally agreed that they should ask him, but she had another plan in mind as a fallback position. ‘Very well, write to him, Ruth. But if he refuses, I’ll write the guarantee myself, and forge his signature.’


‘Oh my Lord! You wouldn’t!’


‘I certainly would. By the time he found out, we’d have left the country.’


As it turned out, William Tissington did guarantee them, causing his daughters to despise him for that as well.


Now Emilie nudged her sister. ‘Penny for your thoughts.’


Dismissing the past, Ruth smiled wanly. ‘I do hope that when we take up our engagements we shan’t be too far apart. They say that distance is a hard master out here, and travel is expensive.’


‘Cheer up. We might even be employed by neighbours. I think we are coming to the outskirts of the town now, judging by those farmhouses.’


No matter how she tried, Ruth couldn’t match Emilie’s enthusiasm for this venture. She had only gone along with it because they had no choice. As the ship berthed at the Brisbane wharves, however, she felt a rush of relief. The town seemed pleasant, if countrified, with low white buildings surrounded by a backdrop of distant hills.


Some of the expenses incurred on boarding the City of Liverpool had been cabin fittings. They had managed a half-cabin to themselves, separated from two rowdy women by a canvas curtain, and had purchased mattresses for the bare bunks, as well as life preservers, lanterns, a toilet pail and various other shipboard necessities. However, they had saved money by bringing their own linen and crockery, lamps and candles. None of these items would be any use to them ashore, since they’d be taking up live-in positions, so Emilie was engaged in arranging their sale to the second mate, who would resell them to outgoing passengers, at a profit, no doubt.


Ruth waited for her sister in the cabin, to make sure that none of their belongings left the ship in the hands of the other women, who were great borrowers and poor returners. She took this opportunity to complete the letter she had written to Jane Lewin, director of the Society, thanking her for their kindness, promising to repay the loan as soon as possible, and describing the voyage as absolute misery from beginning to end. She made it very clear that ladies should not be sent out second class.


The company they’d been forced to endure for months had been inappropriate and intolerable. She described them as vulgarians of the lowest order, and their attitude to the only two ladies in their midst as disgraceful. She had no qualms about sending this information, as Miss Lewin had specifically mentioned that reports from their governesses would be appreciated.


When Emilie came down, grumbling that she’d only managed to prise two pounds out of the second mate, Ruth blushed.


‘Oh well, that will have to do. You can hardly haggle.’


‘I did haggle. He only wanted to give me one. We can go now, the steward will bring up our trunks. We’re here, Ruth, do you realise that? We’ve arrived on the other side of the world. Isn’t it amazing? I can’t wait to explore.’


‘I can’t wait for the taste of fresh food again,’ her sister said drily.


Contrary to expectations, there was no one to meet them. They stood forlornly on the wharf in the staggering heat, waiting for the agent, or at least an associate of the Society, to come for them, but no one appeared, nor had anyone enquired after them on board. As the afternoon shadows grew long, they had no recourse but to seek advice from the ship’s captain, who recommended them to a boarding house in Adelaide Street.


‘Best you retire for the evening, ladies, so that I know where you are when your tardy friends come a-searching. Then in the morning the sun will shine again and all will be well.’


He arranged for them to travel to the oddly named Belleview Boarding House in a horse cab, and they enjoyed the short journey until they discovered it had cost them three shillings plus seven pence for their trunks.


‘We should have walked,’ Ruth whispered.


‘We couldn’t, we might never have seen our trunks again.’


They were met by their landlady, a Mrs Medlow, who informed them that her tariff was four shillings and sixpence each overnight, or one guinea each at the weekly rate, full board. They took the overnight rate, explaining that they were unsure of their plans, and were shown to a large room on the ground floor.


The room, with its inviting single beds and immaculate appointments, was a godsend for the Tissingtons, but they simply accepted quietly, rather than give any indication that they’d recently emerged from second class.


‘Dinner’s at six. The bell will go any minute,’ Mrs Medlow told them before departing.


‘Oh, heavens!’ Emilie cried. ‘Real beds! Privacy. Cleanliness is next to godliness indeed. No more stinks and smells.’ She pulled back the white counterpane on one bed. ‘Do feel the sheets, Ruth. They’re soft and sweet-smelling, not stiff from the salt wash. I may never leave here.’


Ruth laughed. ‘I can smell the cooking. We must change quickly before I faint from hunger.’


Properly attired in dark taffeta dresses, tiny toques set primly on upswept hair, the Misses Tissington were ushered to their corner table in the dining room, under the curious gaze of other diners. An elderly gentleman sitting alone at a nearby table greeted them.


‘Evening, ladies. Just off the boat, eh?’


Unaccustomed to being addressed so boldly by a complete stranger, Emilie could only manage a curt nod, while Ruth fumbled for her napkin, not a little shocked by his temerity. Dinner was a set menu, but the fare was excellent – rich broth, roast lamb with a tureen of fresh vegetables, and lemon pudding – and the girls ate as delicately as they could, reluctantly leaving a small portion of each dish in deference to propriety.


The waitress informed them that coffee would be served in the parlour, but they declined politely. Suddenly they were both very tired, the strain of the long, exhausting voyage taking its toll.


‘I’m glad now that we weren’t met,’ Emilie sighed as she closed the bedroom door behind her. ‘It is so much better for us to have this time to ourselves to recuperate.’


Before they retired, they kneeled to pray, giving thanks to the Lord for delivering them safely to shore, but the rest of their prayers were lost to weariness. In a matter of minutes they were both asleep, luxuriating in the peace and comfort of the unassuming boarding-house room.


Julius Penn, Employment Agent, beamed at the long queue of females lined up outside his Ann Street office, greeting several of the regulars by name.


‘You back again, Dulcie?’ he said to a blonde woman as he unlocked the door. ‘What went wrong this time?’


‘They never paid me, that’s what’s wrong. I been cooking for them for a fortnight and all they can do is cry poor-mouth, tell me I have to wait for me money. How am I expected to pay me rent, I ask you?’


‘Very well, very well, I’ll cross them off the books. We’ll find something else.’


‘Seems to me half the bosses you got on your books oughta be crossed off,’ she snapped, but he merely looked at the wall clock in his office and closed the door behind him, leaving her outside to compare complaints with the other hopefuls. Ten minutes to go before opening time.


He hung his hat and cane on a wooden peg, then removed his jacket and hooked it on another peg before taking his place at his desk in his shirtsleeves. As he lit a cheroot, he surveyed the rows of empty seats in front of him and shook his head. Dulcie was right: half the employers on his books would pull any trick to avoid paying servants. On the other hand, half of the females he sent out wouldn’t know how to do a decent day’s work, so it was tit for tat. He just moved them all about, collecting a shilling for each appointment from both employee and employer. Amazing how they added up, all those little shillings. Julius, now in his fiftieth year, wondered why he hadn’t thought of this lark years ago. He’d had a hard life, he was wont to bewail, nothing had ever seemed to go right for him, though he’d had any number of jobs, from clerking to roaming the outback as a travelling salesman. Many a grand plan he’d had too, guaranteed to make his fortune in double-quick time, but they always fell flat. Take his invention of alcohol-free ale. He still couldn’t figure out where his formula had gone wrong. The Temperance Society had run him out of Parramatta when several of their ladies had got roaring drunk.


He sighed, and sucked on his cheroot. Finding this business was sheer accident. He’d come to Brisbane to escape the burden of pressing debts in Sydney Town, and had gone in search of an employment agent only to discover that no such person existed. Within days Julius had set up this office, with his desk in the centre, facing his rows of applicants, and behind him a battered Chinese screen providing privacy for hopeful employers, who were afforded better seating on a couple of dingy sofas. After that, it was only a matter of ins and outs, he explained to the publican next door, who got the pick of the staff in return for the occasional free brandy. Julius ran a couple of advertisements in the Brisbane Courier, but there was no need to continue. Word of mouth did the rest. Everyone complained about his fees, but as he pointed out, in his best bank manager voice, they were inevitable. Whatever that meant.


The clock struck eight and that damn Dulcie was banging on the door, so he shouted at her to enter, sitting back with his thumbs in his braces as an avalanche of females burst into his office, jostling for positions.


‘I’m first,’ Dulcie yelled, plonking herself in the lone interview chair in front of his desk, while the others squawked and settled as if it were dusk in a chookhouse.


‘Let me see.’ He turned the pages in his neat employers’ register. ‘You could go to the Ship Inn. They want a cook.’


‘I’m not goin’ there. That bastard would bash you soon as look at you.’


‘There’s not much else for a cook at the minute. Unless you’re prepared to go out to the bush.’


‘The hell I will. Most of them out there got two heads.’


‘Country towns aren’t so bad. I get plenty of letters from people in country towns, they’re desperate for ser … staff.’ Julius had to watch what he was saying. Talking to employers, he always referred to ‘servants’, but after ten months in this business, he knew better than to use the word in front of these women. Cooks were cooks and maids were maids, or even domestics, but they balked at being labelled servants. Too close to the word ‘servile’ for these beauties. Red rag to a bull, in fact.


‘What country towns?’


‘Toowoomba, Maryborough.’


‘Nah. I’ll stick in town awhile.’


‘I could place you as a housemaid. The Victoria Hotel.’


‘I’m not a bloody housemaid, I’m a cook. How often do I have to tell you that, Julius?’


‘All right. But there’s nothing doing at the minute. Hang on to the job you’ve got.’


‘With no pay and her entertaining all the toffs with lobsters and oysters and champagne like she’s a Russian empress?’


Julius understood. Mrs Walter Bateman, wife of Chief Inspector Bateman of Customs, was an ambitious woman, famous for her parties but also well known to staff and tradesmen as a skinflint.


‘Tell her you’ll put the bailiffs on to her,’ he murmured.


Dulcie stared. ‘Jesus. That’s ripe. I’d be out the door with a boot in me bum.’


‘What have you got to lose?’ he grinned, stroking his clipped grey moustache. ‘She’s good at sacking people when their pay is due. She’d be hard pressed to find anyone else. You could warn her.’


‘I’d like to see her face if I try that one on her.’


‘Up to you.’


Dulcie pulled a pink crocheted shawl over her shoulders and stood up. ‘Doesn’t say I’m gonna stay there, mind you. Pay or not.’


He nodded. ‘We’ll see. Who’s next?’


Before Dulcie had even vacated the chair, a thin girl confronted him. ‘You’ve got to help me, mister, I’m bleedin’ desperate …’


The governesses peered in the agent’s shopfront window, disbelieving.


‘This can’t be the place.’ Ruth backed away.


‘Yes it is. This is the address Miss Lewin gave us, and there’s the name.’


‘I am not going in there. It is obviously an establishment for servants. We can’t be seen in that company.’


‘Oh well, stay here! Perhaps there’s another office. I’ll enquire.’


Julius was interviewing a plump woman who required a position as a children’s nurse. He was nodding cheerfully as he leafed through her references. He’d have no trouble placing this one.


When the door opened, he didn’t bother to look up, but a stir in the room took his attention. A young woman with an air of authority approached his desk; a very pretty young woman, shapely too, in a neat-fitting navy-blue dress, brightened by a ribboned hat atop thick dark hair.


Taking her for a prospective employer, Julius was out of his seat in a second to escort her to his inner sanctum.


‘Are you Mr Penn?’


The voice was cultured, as sweet as the owner.


‘At your service, dear lady. Do be seated. It’s very warm today. May I offer you a glass of water?’


‘No thank you, Mr Penn. I fear I must be in the wrong place, but perhaps you can redirect me. I am Miss Tissington; my sister and I were referred to you by the Female Middle Class Emigration Society. We are the governesses you required, but we appear to have intruded upon the wrong section of your agency.’


‘Gawd!’ Julius said under his breath. He remembered that Society now. They had written to him months ago – it must be six months ago – asking if he could place highly recommended governesses in suitable positions, and he’d replied in the affirmative, flattered that his fame had spread to London. He guessed someone had sent them his advertisement. Having heard nothing more, he had forgotten all about them.


‘Dear lady, you are not in the wrong place, and I must apologise for these premises. We are only in a small way here. My head office is in Sydney.’


From women travelling interstate he’d heard that there were separate employment agencies for a better class of female, but he couldn’t afford to rent two premises. The few well-educated women who came his way seeking engagements did not warrant such extravagance, even though it would add to his prestige.


‘I see.’ Unimpressed, she handed him a neatly bound file. ‘Here is my letter of introduction from the Society, and the originals of my references. You were expecting us? Miss Lewin did write to you?’


‘Well, she may have done, Miss Tissington, but I have not heard from the Society in quite some time. It is possible that advice of your imminent arrival is still on the high seas. Or it may have accompanied you on your ship. When did you arrive?’


‘Yesterday. We were distressed that we were not met. We were given to understand that we would be met and taken immediately to our places of employment.’ Her confidence was ebbing. ‘Is no one expecting us?’


‘Not right now, but of course that’s temporary. I just need a little time to look into this, you understand.’


‘My sister is outside. Shall I ask her to come in? Or are you too busy? There are so many people waiting.’


Julius was anxious to please, and he felt sorry for her, but the people waiting meant shillings if he could separate the wheat from the chaff. ‘Tell you what, why don’t you take a stroll for a while, familiarise yourself with the town? I’m sure you’ll find Brisbane most interesting. Then I’ll meet you at twelve noon at the little café down the street, where we can talk. In quieter surroundings.’ His waiting clients were becoming restive.


‘We do not have positions to go to?’ Ruth was horrified. ‘Are you sure?’


‘No, I’m not sure. He confused me. He wasn’t expecting us.’


‘Even so, he does have positions available? He assured the Society of that. You should have insisted on knowing what they were so that we could discuss them.’


‘Why didn’t you go in yourself, if you’re so smart? At least I made contact with the agency.’


‘Such as it is,’ Ruth sniffed. ‘I’ll have something to say to Miss Lewin about this state of affairs, too. And how dare he expect us to cool our heels until midday in this heat.’


‘I doubt our heels will cool,’ said Emilie with a wry smile.


‘Don’t pun.’


‘It wasn’t a pun. We could go in search of the post office, that will fill in time.’


The morning was hot and humid. As they walked up the main street, Ruth regretted the addition of a short cape to her day dress, but she could hardly remove it and carry it through the town. Surreptitiously she dabbed with a gloved hand at beads of perspiration under her eyes, while observing the contents of shop windows. They were all well stocked with quality goods, surprising for an outpost like this, but prices were high.


‘Have you noticed that ladies here are wearing much larger hats?’ Emilie asked her. ‘Do you think we are out of fashion?’


‘No. I believe it’s more to do with the sunlight. We’d be better advised to do likewise in the future or risk sunburn.’


They found the post office, sent Ruth’s letter on its way and explored the neat grid of streets that composed the business centre, but a few blocks away from the river took them into high residential terraces, so they turned back. Taking another route downhill, they were buoyed to discover a town hall and a cathedral, and they agreed that the town held promise. They found evidence of culture: a museum, a playhouse, even an advertisement for the Brisbane Philharmonic Society. Unaccustomed to the heat, they were both tiring when they arrived at the impressive Parliament House, which was surrounded by huge trees on the banks of the river, but they still had more than an hour to fill.


‘We should go back to the boarding house and inform Mrs Medlow that we’ll probably have to stay another night,’ Ruth said.


‘Not yet. Wait until we hear something definite from that wretched Mr Penn. We might be better to take the weekly rate after all.’


‘Weekly? Surely not.’


‘We just don’t know. And the overnight rate is expensive.’


‘Not as expensive as paying for accommodation we may not need.’


In the end they proceeded to nearby public gardens, where they seated themselves disconsolately on a shaded park bench.


Penn was waiting for them when they arrived at the café, and he waved a letter as he placed them at a corner table.


‘What did I say, ladies? Here’s the advice from Miss Lewin. You might as well have delivered it yourselves. I believe I am meeting the other Miss Tissington now. A pleasure. Not often I make the acquaintance of two such charming ladies in the one day.’


Ruth was cool. Sitting stiffly in her chair, she acknowledged his greeting with a curt nod. Her references were in her handbag, rolled up and tied with cord, but she had no intention of producing them in public.


‘Now,’ he said, ‘will you have tea? Yes, tea and savoury scones, I think. Excellent here.’ He waved to the waitress and gave the order, then turned to Emilie.


‘I must say, Miss Emilie – may I call you Miss Emilie? To differentiate, you understand – your references are excellent. Quite remarkable, in fact. I see that, besides the three Rs, you teach music, piano I hope. Not a decent household in this neck of the woods lacks a piano.’


Emilie ducked her head at him to interrupt the flow. ‘Piano. Yes, we both teach piano, and singing.’


‘Quite so. And French, elocution, dancing and drawing.’


‘No, painting. My sister teaches drawing.’


‘Indeed, yes, of course. Very talented ladies.’


‘Thank you, Mr Penn,’ Ruth said. ‘But I was wondering, do you have any news for us?’


‘Not as yet, I’ve been exceeding busy this morning.’ He rambled on as the waitress served them, describing the delights of Brisbane and the families they were likely to encounter, in town or in the country, until Ruth again intervened.


‘But you have nothing definite?’


‘Oh, early days yet.’


Over tea, he asked a lot of questions. How many children could they cope with? What ages? Did they prefer city or country? What remunerations did they require? Emilie responded until she began to realise that he was only stalling for time.


‘Surely you would have received this information from the Society, Mr Penn?’


‘Yes, but it’s just as well to hear it from the horse’s mouth, so to speak. I want you to be happy, Miss Tissington.’


Wearily Ruth watched as he took the last scone. ‘We were hoping you might be able to arrange some interviews for us this afternoon, but am I right in assuming that you do not have any vacancies for governesses on your books?’


‘Temporarily, Miss Tissington. But that is not to say I won’t have them. Now that you have arrived on our shores, word will go out. I will see to it. Right away, in fact. Now, where are you staying?’


They gave him the address, and he nodded sagely. ‘An excellent address. Mrs Medlow is well regarded. Now, I have to leave you, ladies. Duty calls. But I’ll be in touch. You make the best of a little holiday before your duties commence.’


They watched him stop by the counter to pay, collect a battered top hat and hurry out.


‘The man’s a blowhard,’ Ruth said, exasperated, but then she saw that Emilie was upset. Obviously she had come to the same conclusion. ‘I daresay he’ll make an effort now, though.’


‘What if we can’t find work here, Ruth? Is it happening to us all over again?’


‘Certainly not. You saw his reaction to your references. I don’t think there are too many ladies here who are as well qualified as we are. Oh dear, I must give him my references, but tomorrow will do.’


As they left the café, which was now crowded, a little bell over the door tinkled, and the waitress came running.


‘Ladies. You forgot to pay.’


Ruth bridled. ‘We did not. The gentleman paid.’


‘Mr Penn? No, he paid for himself. He didn’t want you to have to pay for him. You owe four shillings.’


Embarrassed, they scrambled for the coins and made a hasty exit.


That afternoon, when he had closed his office, Penn did make an effort. The Tissington girls were high-class clients, and he was certain he could place them, and charge a little more. He went first to the gentlemen’s bar in the Victoria Hotel to begin his enquiries and spread the word about the newcomers, and while he did raise interest in the ladies themselves, he found nothing in the way of possible employment. But as he had warned them, these were early days. He also visited the bushmen’s bar in the Royal Hotel, since that was the meeting place for wealthy graziers, but the result was the same. Undeterred, he planned to further his enquiries at the Turf Club on the morrow, it being Saturday, certain he’d have more luck there with the well-to-do society types who turned out in force for the races. They’d pass the word along.


Emilie bought a paper on the way back to the Belleview, delighted to be able to catch up on world news again, but as she folded it, she noted the day.


‘Oh my goodness. It’s Friday! Unless he can place us tomorrow, we’ll have to wait until Monday to see people. I think we’d better ask for the weekly rate after all.’


Their landlady did allow them the weekly rate, until next Friday, she emphasised.


‘No, that will be Thursday,’ Emilie said firmly. ‘Since we came in yesterday. Here is the balance for the week, in advance.’ She was canny enough to know, from their London difficulties, that ‘cash up’ was always a telling point with landladies, and Mrs Medlow was no different.


‘This is highly irregular,’ she grumbled, ‘but I suppose it will have to do. You can have the same room.’


‘Thank you.’


‘Do you expect to be staying on after that?’


‘No.’


‘You have friends here in Brisbane, Miss Tissington?’


‘Of course,’ Emilie lied, and Ruth, standing back, was shocked.


‘What did you say that for? Mr Penn knows her. He could tell her the truth.’


Emilie shrugged. ‘Who cares? She shouldn’t be so inquisitive.’


For her part, Mrs Medlow watched them disappear down the passage to their room and muttered, ‘Hoity-toity pair!’


She looked at their neat signatures in her lodgers’ book. The taller one with the dark hair was Emilie, and the elder of the two, fairer and more on the chubby side, was Ruth. Had she to make a choice, she preferred Ruth, but they were both too high-and-mighty for her liking. Nevertheless, she was immensely curious about them. Their clothes were good quality, full skirts only lightly hooped in the new fashion, but they wore no jewellery of any sort, not even rings or earrings. Some of her boarders thought they might be missionaries, but Mr Kemp had laughed at that.


‘Not them. They’re too poised. Schoolteachers, I reckon.’


‘You’re wrong about that,’ said his wife. From her recollections, schoolteachers were old, ugly and dowdy, not genteel like these girls. She was already aware that her large flounced crinolines would have to be modified eventually. ‘I think they’re society ladies just waiting for transport to one of those big sheep stations out west, where all the nobs live. We must get to know them.’


Mrs Kemp was delighted to hear that the newcomers were staying on. Her husband had been transferred to Brisbane only recently, and had taken up his new appointment as Superintendent of Police as a favour to his cousin, Charles Lilley, the Queensland Attorney-General. At this late stage in his career, Jasper Kemp would have preferred to remain in his beloved Sydney, a city remarkable for its beauty and contrariness, but his wife suffered from severe arthritis, and the doctors had advised that a move to a warmer clime would be beneficial. As well, Lilley had offered him an excellent salary, and a new house, which was already under construction in Fortitude Valley, not too far from the town centre. The Attorney-General had good reason to import an experienced New South Wales police officer, because, as they all well knew, bad lads from that state were crossing the border in search of easier pickings in Queensland, where the distances between towns, and goldfields, made communication more difficult. And where they stood less chance of being recognised.


Kemp knew he had a tough job ahead of him, enforcing law and order in a state that wasn’t even fully explored, with poorly trained men and a slack administration, especially since British troops were being withdrawn. Ever since the first colony was settled, troopers had been the mainstay of law enforcement throughout the country, but it was time now for the colonies to take charge.


The Attorney-General had approved the intake of more police, but on another matter he and Kemp were already at odds. Legislation known as the Felons Apprehension Act was already in force in New South Wales, and Lilley was determined to introduce the same law in Queensland despite Jasper Kemp’s opposition. This Act stated that bushrangers could be declared outlaws and shot on sight. Kemp was appalled. He argued long and hard that it would give any trigger-happy policeman, or civilian, for that matter, licence to take the law into his own hands. But the Superintendent could make no more impact on the decision here than he could as a lowly chief inspector in the south.


On the Saturday morning he was standing on the veranda of the boarding house, taking the air and mulling over this very problem prior to setting off for a meeting with local inspectors, when the English ladies emerged, making straight for the garden gate, to turn right, heading into town. Despite their sedate appearance, he could see by their faces that they were troubled about something, and wondered what it could be. His wife followed them out of the front door, bristling like a testy bantam hen.


‘Those girls!’ she said to him. ‘They’re so rude. I only asked them if they were off out for a walk, and they ignored me. Walked on past as if I didn’t exist. What have I done that they should be so rude to me?’


‘Nothing, love. Seems to me they’ve got a lot on their minds. Worry makes people standoffish, you know.’


‘First I heard of it.’


‘Well, now you know. I’ll be back for lunch, then do you feel like coming with me to see how the house is progressing?’


‘Oh, yes. Mrs Medlow wants to come too. She’s very interested.’


I’ll bet she is, he thought. Boarding house life didn’t appeal to him, too many hangers-on, and Medlow was one who’d stick like glue.


Ruth and Emilie did not realise they had serious adjustments to make. They were unaware of the propensity for colonials to address strangers at will, and the necessity to respond politely. They did not appreciate that woman’s inquisitive approach, asking what they were about, and their own rules of propriety required that they simply proceed. By the time they were out of the gate they had forgotten her.


‘Did you bring your references?’ Emilie asked Ruth.


‘Yes. I have them. And this time we will sit down in his office and discuss the matter properly. He did advise Miss Lewin that positions were available.’


‘But that was months ago.’


‘Nevertheless, some of those posts could still be vacant. They mightn’t have found suitable governesses. We must pin that fellow down.’


There were to be no discussions this day, though. Penn’s office was firmly closed and the blinds drawn.


‘It’s Saturday.’ Emilie wilted. ‘Obviously he doesn’t open on weekends at all.’


‘He could have told us! It just goes to show what a lackadaisical wretch he is. Well, we shall be here first thing Monday morning.’


A low cover of cloud hid the sun but gave no respite from the heat. Instead it blanketed the town, steaming it to the point of perpetual damp. Ruth could feel a trickle of perspiration between her breasts, and it annoyed her that Emilie could manage to look so cool. The younger girl didn’t perspire to this extent, yet another one of the advantages she had over her sister, trivial though it may be.


She sighed. ‘We might as well go back to the room.’


‘No.’ Emilie was definite about that. It was Ruth’s answer to every setback, in London and on the ship, and Emilie had had enough of hiding behind closed doors, cringing from the world.


‘What else can we do?’


‘We could go for a walk.’


‘In this heat? The humidity is suffocating.’


‘I know, but we’ll just have to get used to it. It isn’t going away. This is their summer, after all.’


‘So it might be, but we don’t have to be foolish about it. Anyway, we took the measure of the town yesterday.’


‘If you don’t want to walk, then you go back. I’ve plenty of time. I’d like to go a little further and see what the suburbs have to offer.’


‘You can’t go wandering about on your own.’


‘Oh, for heaven’s sake. Sooner or later we’ll be working in places on our own. A walk won’t do any harm, and at least I’ll know a bit more about the town.’


Huffily, Ruth turned away. ‘If that’s how you feel, go ahead, but be careful and don’t get lost.’


As they parted, Emilie was delighted. She and Ruth got along very well, their fondness for each other matured by shared adversity, but in truth, Emilie had long been tiring of their forced closeness. They had their occasional spats, but that wasn’t the problem; she felt that her sister was becoming more and more withdrawn, and she was dragging Emilie back with her, suffocating her. Emilie likened their relationship to this suffocating heat, which she felt just as much as Ruth, but one had to break free, overcome it. Move on. She would be glad when they were both placed so that they could get on with their lives separately, not tied together, too dependent on each other. She walked up to the main street, which she now knew to be Queen Street, determined to follow it to the end and beyond. It was just so good to be alone, and free to go wherever she wished without an argument.


Charles Lilley might be the Attorney-General but he was also representative in Parliament for the good people of Fortitude Valley, a riverside electorate a stone’s throw from the more dependable Brisbane constituency. When he’d first been elected to the State Legislative Assembly, he’d been proud of the Valley voters for their confidence in him, but ever since then it had been an uphill fight to maintain his hold on the shifting sands of public opinion. He groaned as he wrestled to fit a gold stud into a heavily starched collar that was already softening in a sweaty hollow created by his beard. Fortitude Valley had begun life as an almost palatial residential suburb, but its main street had been invaded by shopkeepers unable to get a foothold in the Brisbane commercial centre. Stables, saddlers and small factories had also taken advantage of this handy suburb, and workmen’s cottages crowded in behind them, taking over the gentle open fields. Riverside residents hung on, jealous of their fine views, cooling breezes and magnificent Moreton Bay fig trees, steadfastly turning their backs on the broil of humanity building up in the Valley commercial centre. Hotels and gaming houses abounded; mysterious Chinamen brought their wealth from the goldfields, but made no show of it, preferring obscurity in laundries and dingy shops. Houses of ill repute blatantly muscled their way into the forefront, beside drapers and tailors, while their ladies hung boisterously over high balconies, calling to the worldly sailormen from merchant ships who cocked a sly eye at them.


And over this predatory and opinionated mob reigned Charles Lilley, Esquire. He wished to hell he’d taken up a constituency on the other side of Brisbane, where new suburbs like Paddington and Toowong and Yeronga were remaining staid and decidedly decent, but there it was. He had won Fortitude Valley, and he was stuck with it. Stuck with shouting workers who’d rather have a fight than a feed. Stuck with genteel residents who wanted no part of his battles with socialist elements that harangued him at every turn. Fortunately, though, women, renters and the young spoilers didn’t get votes, although one would think they did judging by their mass turnouts at public meetings demanding all sorts of justice, which could be translated as money. Charles was always astonished to see women out there, joining with their menfolk, shouting him down as if they were enacting some replay of the French revolution.


‘Dreadful people!’ he sniffed at the mirror as the stud fell into place at last.


His stalwart riverside residents were with him, as, oddly, were the Chinese. Charles had been horrified to find so many of them moving into his electorate, God only knew how many, but strange elderly gentlemen with long pigtails and bowing minions had called at his home by appointment, and in their heavy-lidded way had set him straight on a few things.


They did not want trouble.


They were, despite wild rumours to the contrary, law-abiding citizens.


They had bought their unassuming homes and businesses and wanted no further advancement. Most of their money, he learned, went back to support relatives in China.


They would be honoured, great sir, to pay their dues to him as gentlemen and representatives of honourable families.


‘And by God,’ he said to the mirror as he straightened his frock coat and adjusted the folds of his black tie, ‘they are right. How many Chinks in jail? None. Seems they attend to their own villains.’ Charles shuddered. He preferred not to know too much about their methods. On the face of it, they were model citizens, contributing to his election funds and minding their own business. They wouldn’t be among the rowdies guaranteed to turn up at this morning’s public meeting.


His secretary, Daniel Bowles, met him at the gate.


‘What are you doing here? I thought I asked you to go straight to the park …’


‘I did, sir. The dais is set up. It’s quite firm …’


‘I hope it’s in the shade.’


‘Yes. And I hung the flag on the tree behind where you stand. But Mr Lilley, the Mayor has decided not to speak.’


‘What? He was supposed to introduce me. Typical of that fool to renege on a commitment. Only yesterday he promised he would be there.’


Daniel shook his head. ‘He was there earlier. There’s a big crowd gathering, Mr Lilley, and the mood is not good. The Mayor asked me to tell you he thought it would be wise to call the meeting off.’


‘Call it off? After an advertisement in the local paper specifically stated I would be speaking at ten a.m. this morning? I can’t do that. It’s unheard of.’


He set his black top hat firmly on his head and began striding up the street.


Daniel hurried to keep up with his boss. ‘Mr Lilley, having seen that mob, I’m inclined to agree with the Mayor. As he says, discretion is the better part of valour.’


‘Discretion, poppycock! The man’s a shirker. I am aware that people have good reason to be alarmed, that’s why it is necessary for me to speak. I have to explain that though unemployment is rife at present, these things do right themselves.’


Angrily he plunged round a corner. ‘It’s not our fault that blasted bank collapsed, taking the government credit with it. We simply couldn’t pay our workers. But we are re-establishing credit and all will be well now.’ He looked at the gold watch that was strung across his waistcoat on a gold chain. ‘It’s ten to ten. Come on, Daniel, get a move on. You will have to introduce me.’


‘Me? I’m not a public speaker, sir.’


‘You are now.’


The crowd was ominously quiet as Lilley strode into the park with his secretary, lifting his hat in cheerful greeting to sullen faces as they parted to make way for him, but at this point Daniel was more concerned with his new role than with the hostility that confronted them.


As he stepped up on to the platform, he looked back to see Lilley in earnest conversation with Joe Fogarty, a waterside worker and a rabble-rouser of the first order. Apparently it wasn’t going too well, because Fogarty was shouting and waving his arms at Mr Lilley, who finally shrugged and marched up to join his secretary.


‘Go ahead.’ He nudged Daniel. ‘Deep breath. Loud voice.’


‘What will I say?’


Nervously, Daniel stepped forward. He raised his arms as he had seen politicians do. Quickly he looked out over the crowd, realising in fright that there were so many they spilled out into a nearby street. They were a drab lot, poor-looking, in shabby clothes, but not all workmen: there were clerks among them, and teachers, some of whom he recognised, and even a few women. That set the tone for him.


‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he cried in a voice that sounded too high-pitched, ‘thank you for coming along today. This is an important meeting, as no doubt you all know, and I …’


‘Who are you?’ a voice shouted, and roars of laughter drowned Daniel’s attempt to introduce himself, which he had thought necessary.


A woman shrieked at him, ‘Go home to your mother!’


Red-faced, clutching his straw boater, Daniel plunged on, though he could hardly hear his own voice over the bellows of derision. ‘It is my pleasure to introduce to you Mr Charles Lilley, Member of the Legislative Assembly for the State of Queensland, and …’ But Mr Lilley came forward at last to rescue him.


There was a sudden silence as Lilley stood tall, nodding his thanks to Daniel, who drew back swiftly.


‘Ladies and gentlemen, your government is well aware of the problems you are facing …’


‘Since when?’ a raucous voice shouted, and others picked up the call, but Lilley waited until the noise died down.


‘I am here to listen to what you have to say and to seek out solutions with you, but we can’t do that if agitators among you are determined to drown out reason.’


‘Then give us your reasoning,’ Fogarty yelled. ‘The banks are operating again. Why is it taking so long to reinstate workers who were put off?’ He acknowledged a cheer from the crowd with a wave of his cap.


‘It’s not that simple. We will be starting public works shortly: new roads, a new General Post Office to be built in Queen Street …’


‘When?’


A hard-faced group of men had moved to the front of the crowd. Daniel didn’t like the look of them and he wondered if Mr Lilley had noticed them.


‘They’re in the planning stages now.’


‘In the meantime people starve while you go to the races,’ one of these men shouted, deliberately misunderstanding as Lilley shook his head to point out that he was here now.


‘Don’t lie! You’re off to the races today. You’ve got a horse running, Lilley.’ The stranger climbed on to the dais to grab the limelight, annoying Fogarty, who was rousing the crowd for his own purposes, rounding on Lilley as a charlatan, a bigmouth, a rich fool who didn’t care a whit about the workers.


Lilley called down to Fogarty, ‘Who’s this fellow?’


But Fogarty shrugged, frustrated by the knowledge that the meeting was almost out of hand, with men jostling in the forefront and placard wavers pushing at the rear.


Daniel noticed that a horseman had reined his mount in at the entrance to the park, and now another joined him, both watching curiously but taking no part in the action. Fogarty was still down there, quiet but scowling, and Daniel realised that the waterside worker must have had a plan of his own to grab an opportunity to address the crowd, because he was known to have political ambitions. Obviously in all this confusion he’d given up, and Daniel wished Lilley would too, but his boss was still speaking, shouting now, as angry as his audience.


Suddenly the crowd erupted, surging forward with shouts of ‘Grab the bastard!’


‘We ought to hang him!’


They were yelling, ‘Lynch him!’ and swarming up on to the dais.


Daniel jumped clear to land among the mob surrounding the platform, but nobody cared about him. Fogarty was shouting too, but he was trying to stop this onslaught, grabbing at men mounting the steps, pulling them back, while Lilley was getting the worst of it, caught in the fiercely jostling mob.


Then one of the horsemen plunged forward with reckless disregard for people scattering to safety, heading for the dais. After a couple of minutes’ delay, the second horseman must have decided to assist as well. He was only a young fellow, big, fair-haired, riding into the mob cracking a stockwhip, and Daniel noticed, as he ran backwards from the mêlée, that he was laughing. Thoroughly enjoying himself.


‘It’s no laughing matter,’ Daniel muttered, worried about Lilley, feeling guilty that he’d run away, but what could he have done against that mob?


The Parliamentary representative was furious to be manhandled by these thugs, and he gave as good as he got, punching wildly, hearing his coat rip as he wrenched hands from him, kicking vulnerable ankles with his hard leather boots, swearing and shouting at his attackers to desist. He heard the yells of fools threatening to lynch him, but was more concerned with remaining upright for fear he could get trampled underfoot. He was saved from being dragged from the platform by the sweating sway of the mob, coming at him from different directions.


He glimpsed a red-bearded horseman looming up almost level with the affray and took him to be another thug, part of the crowd menacing him from below. But the fellow leaned forward just as Lilley realised that the crush had him dangerously close to the edge of the dais. He felt the man grab his arm in an iron grip.


‘Climb aboard, mate!’ he shouted, indicating the horse’s rump.


The intervention caused a slight lull of surprise, giving Lilley enough time to assess the situation.


‘Certainly not!’ he shouted. He had no intention of being rescued like some silly maiden.


Instead he jumped down to the safe space provided between the horse and the platform, and grabbed for the stirrups to steady himself.


Already the horse was moving forward, sheltering him, but the mob would not give him up so easily. Clods of dirt were hurled at them and men began lurching against him.


Then he heard the crack of a stockwhip, and another horseman reared up beside him, ignoring the screams of pain as the vicious whip connected at will. The second rider jumped down, handed Lilley the reins to his horse and dived away into the crowd before anyone had a chance to grasp what had happened. This time Lilley consented. He flung himself into the saddle and the two plunging horses soon parted the crowd and galloped away to the exit from the park, leaving the mob to sort itself out.


Once free, they rode into a quiet street where Lilley reined in his mount and turned to the other rider.


‘I have to thank you, sir. Those thugs might have done me a real damage.’


‘Why?’ the man asked him.


‘Political unrest. What they call bread-and-butter riots.’


‘I get you. I thought you must be some sort of politician.’


‘I am Charles Lilley. I am the Member for this electorate. I was trying to explain to those fools …’


‘Better you do it with an armed guard next time. Never met a politician before. Pleased to meet you.’ He reached over to shake hands with Lilley. ‘Do you live around here? I’d better get you home. Reckon you’ll startle the ladies walking the streets like that.’


Only then did Lilley remember to take stock of his dishevelled appearance. He had lost his hat, and his clothes were grubby and torn.


‘Oh God! I’ve lost my watch.’


‘Worth a bit, was it?’


‘Worth a lot. Watch and chain were gold. But I prized it because it belonged to my late father.’


‘No point in going back to look for it,’ the stranger said ruefully. ‘Someone will have snapped it up by this. It’d buy a lot of bread and butter.’


‘Damn shame. Oh well, best we move along. Who was your friend? I’d like to thank him too.’


‘Never seen him before in my life. Only a kid. Smart, though. Smart enough to get himself out of there fast too. He was bloody free with that stockwhip.’


‘Serves them right,’ Lilley grumbled. ‘But what about his horse? What should I do with it?’


‘Don’t worry. You can ride it home and I’ll take it back. I’ll find him.’ He glanced at the chestnut horse with a white flash on its face. ‘He’s only a youngster, and as cheeky as his master. Didn’t flinch at that mob at all. My old nag, she’s been a stock horse; two-legged animals don’t bother her.’


When they reached Lilley’s gate, Daniel came running from the other direction.


Lilley had regained his composure. He dismounted and clapped his secretary on the shoulder. ‘At least you got out of it unscathed. Have you got any money on you?’


‘I’ve only got about ten shillings.’


‘That will have to do. Give it to this gentleman here. Small tribute for his troubles.’


Daniel hoped the fellow would be a gentleman and refuse. It was difficult to obtain reimbursement of these borrowings from the great man, who usually forgot all about them. But this was no gentleman. He accepted the ten shillings as his right, took the other horse, bade them good day and rode away.


James McPherson considered it was a good day’s work. He’d earned ten shillings and a new horse.


Emilie made sure that she would not get lost by keeping the river to her right, if only managing to glimpse it through uncleared blocks, because there did not appear to be riverside walks. Once she left the town centre, there were no footpaths, so she kept to the side of the sandy roads for shade and safety. The few riders and vehicles she saw tore past at a pace that seemed odd, considering the somnolence of the day. But then, Emilie decided, maybe she had not quite adjusted to traffic after months on the ship. And, after those months of inaction, it was truly wonderful to be able to step out so freely; the exercise was doing her good already. The heat didn’t seem so bad now either, since her face was protected by a silk-lined straw bonnet and there was a slight breeze to accompany her.


The contrast in flora was quite amazing. The blocks of land that had not yet met the axe were overgrown with matted bushes, tangled grass and tall, skinny trees, eucalypts, which looked as if they had just escaped for air, with thick green vines hanging relentlessly from their sides like malevolent bonds. Had she not known better, Emilie would have referred to this almost impregnable bushland as jungle. The fact that there were no palm trees or other such tropical plants was, however, a surprise to her. Thinking back now, she’d expected this town to be awash with waving palms but there were few to be seen except when planted in private gardens. She peered, interested, into those gardens, noting that apart from the occasional palms she might as well be back in England, since the residents preferred roses, lavender, hydrangea and their fellows to native plants. Emilie thought that was rather a pity, and quite unadventurous, because she’d already noticed some superbly perfumed native plants growing in wild profusion by the wayside.


Drawn in by the heavenly fragrance, Emilie couldn’t resist the temptation to pick a few delicate white frangipani flowers to take back to the room, but as she stepped towards the huge bush through a fringe of dried grass, she gave an almighty shriek. She was shocked at herself! Never in all her life had she screamed as loudly and as vulgarly as that, but she was confronted by the head of a huge snake, mouth hanging open, cold eyes staring. It didn’t move. Neither did Emilie. She couldn’t, she did not dare, the snake had her transfixed. Emilie had seen snakes before, but never one with a head that size. The skin looked as grey and tough as chain mail, and those eyes still stared balefully at her.


A woman came running. ‘What’s wrong?’


‘Snake,’ Emilie whispered, hardly breathing.


‘Are you bit?’


‘No.’


‘Are you standing on it?’


‘No.’


‘I can’t see a decent stick anywhere,’ the woman muttered, as if to herself. ‘You’ll have to jump away from it. They’re more scared of you than you are of them.’


Emilie didn’t believe that for one minute, nor could she move.


The woman behind her waited, but when it became evident that neither the snake nor the girl was giving way, she said, ‘Oh well …’


In a second it was over. The woman had grabbed Emilie and flung her away. The pair almost toppled over in the scramble, but when they found their feet the woman stunned Emilie by turning back: ‘To get a look at the rascal.’


Then she laughed. ‘Come see, girl. That’s no snake. He’s a big old goanna, like as not the one that robs my chicken coop.’


Snake or not, Emilie had no intention of going near the monster. She shook her head and stayed back.


‘Be off with you then!’ The woman waved her arms and stamped her feet, and the goanna disappeared, rustling into the grass only to emerge speeding up a nearby tree.


‘There he goes.’ Her rescuer was excited. ‘See! He’s a big fellow. You never seen one before?’


‘No.’


‘Then remember, lizards have legs, snakes don’t. And lizards won’t hurt you.’


In her defence, Emilie wanted to point out that she hadn’t been able to see the goanna’s legs in the undergrowth, but that seemed rather petty, so instead she thanked the woman for her kindness, and there they stood, watching, interested, as the goanna clung to the tree, its head moving slowly from side to side as if to detect further assaults on its dignity.


Each to her own, they parted with smiles, and Emilie set off again, heading away from the river, pleased to have a tale to tell Ruth on her return. She had only walked a few more blocks when she saw a young man racing down the street towards her. He gave the impression that someone might be chasing him, but there was no one in sight. As he reached her, though, he looked back and slowed, puffing, almost out of breath, then stopped to speak to her.


‘I wouldn’t go that way, miss. There’s a mob in the park and they’ll be likely to spill out into the streets.’


‘I beg your pardon!’


He grinned. ‘Only a suggestion, miss. A detour might be in order.’


Emilie stared, half believing him, but detour? Where? She was confused.


‘Come on, I’ll walk you back to the corner.’


He was about her own age, tall, with longish fair hair under a wide hat, and, she had to admit, the sunniest smile she’d ever seen on a man. His face was tanned and he had twinkling blue eyes. But he was no gentleman: his clothes were rough and he had an ugly leather whip coiled over his shoulder.


Taking his advice, Emilie had no wish to proceed, nor did she want to be seen walking with him, but he gave her no choice. With a light touch he turned her about, fortunately not taking her arm after that or she’d have had to shake him off, and then, as casually as you like, strolled along beside her.


‘Just taking the air, miss?’


‘Yes.’


‘Nice day for a walk.’


Emilie refused to engage in conversation with this upstart, but it didn’t seem to bother him; he simply walked along beside her. There were only about twelve houses between where he’d forced his company on her and the next street, but they seemed like forty to Emilie, who was in an agony of embarrassment.


At the corner, though, he stopped again. ‘Where are you headed?’


Emilie had had quite enough of him. ‘Back to the town centre,’ she snapped.


‘That’s good. You’ll not be inconvenienced. Just go up this way and turn left.’ He laughed. ‘You were going in the wrong direction anyway.’


Her temper spilled over at that. ‘I was not! I was going where I chose.’


His face fell as if she’d hurt his feelings. Emilie was exasperated. What about her feelings? Being accosted by a stranger in a quiet street, with some tale about a mob.


‘I’ll leave you to it then,’ he said sheepishly, tipped his hat to her and strode away.


As she resumed her walk, taking the direction he had indicated, she couldn’t resist a glance back at him, and then she blushed. He’d caught her! She could see his amusement as he waved to her. So much for his hurt feelings! To shut him out, Emilie held her bonnet fiercely with one gloved hand and stamped away, head in the air.


‘Now there goes one pretty lady,’ the young man said to himself. Still thinking of the English girl, he gave an appreciative wink to an old biddy hobbling down to her gate.


‘Ah, get out with ye!’ she responded with a toothy grin.


He wished he could have stayed with the girl. He’d have walked her all the way into town if she’d asked him; if she hadn’t been so high and haughty. He’d even have told her his name, his real name, Mallachi Willoughby, and that was a rare thing, he pondered. An event, you could say.


As he strode along, being in no hurry now, he even considered dodging up another street and coming upon her again, as if by accident, but he knew better than to push his luck. She was a real lady, no doubt about that, and no doubt either that she wanted no truck with the likes of him. He supposed he couldn’t blame her. After all, he was only a drifter. These last five years since his pa had died in an alcoholic stupor, way back at Gurundi Station, he’d been on the road.


Once, the Willoughby family had lived on a small farm two days’ ride out of Sydney. Right from the start his sister had called him Sonny, and the name had stuck. That had been a good time, he recalled.


He’d loved the small timber farmhouse with its warm kitchen, its cramped bedroom where Ma and Pa slept and its sleepout that housed the two children. The farm was dry and dusty in the summer, cold and soggy in the winter, but he’d never noticed; he was always busy, finding things to amuse himself in the barns or the cowsheds, or wandering the fields far and beyond the creek.


‘A happy child,’ they all said, and recalling, Sonny nodded. It was true enough even now. He couldn’t see the point in being miserable. He’d been the odd one out at the single-roomed schoolhouse only a mile from the farm, attended by eleven kids of various ages. They’d hated school with a vengeance, plotting interminably about getting their own back on their teacher, Mr Patterson, whose main teaching aid was his strap. Not that they’d ever succeeded. Sonny was the only one who liked school; he didn’t even mind old Patterson, who reciprocated by seeing that he always won a prize at the end of the year and informing his proud parents that he’d go far. Sonny never forgot that. He was quite convinced he would go far. It was just taking time.


They’d been poor, dirt poor it was said, but that had no impact on the boy. So was everyone else of his acquaintance. Then, when he was ten, his mother took sick. She was a-bed a long time with her sickness, growing paler and thinner every day until she gathered him to her and told him she would be going to heaven soon. That was a shock, a bad shock, for he couldn’t imagine life without his sweet mother, and Sonny was scared for the first time in his life. But she talked to him, calming him, telling him that when she went to heaven she would be free of the pain that she couldn’t shake off, pain that had her moaning and sobbing through the long nights, so he mustn’t be upset. Pa would look after him and his sister, and she would be up there in heaven, safe and comfortable at last, looking down on them with a smile on her face and angels for company, as well as her own ma and pa, who had gone on ahead of her. So he must be a good boy, and not cry when she was gone.


Sonny had felt privileged that she’d talked to him, because she’d obviously forgotten to tell the others all that. They wept and wept, and Pa had a good excuse to get sorrowful drunk again.


Not long after that his sister, Maggie, got married and left, and Pa sold the farm. That had been on the cards, because he’d never liked farmwork, especially a dairy farm that wasn’t worth the hours, as he always said.


He took to the road with Sonny in tow as his best mate, a decision that infuriated Maggie, who wrote angry letters demanding that the boy be sent to live with her, but Pa ignored them, and Sonny didn’t mind. He was excited by Pa’s boast that they were as free as the breeze. In the season, Pa worked as a shearer, moving from station to station, with the ten-year-old son Sonny in charge of their two horses and their swags. The rest of the year they travelled about, finding odd jobs in town and country. Soon the lad was beginning to pull his weight too, working as a dumpster in the shearing sheds and then as a labourer, because he was growing big and strong.


Sonny was Pa’s mate all right. His best friend and backstop, who soon became more of a keeper because Pa kept falling back into the drink. He stole Pa’s money when he was drunk and hid it in a slit in his saddle to keep them fed. On the weeks when there was no work, or the old man was too wheezy to leave camp, he went off on forays, always managing to come back with food of some sort, filched from farms or from under the noses of shopkeepers. Pa never enquired where the eggs or the meat or any of the provisions came from, and Sonny never volunteered the information in case he got a belting. As he grew older, Sonny was offered permanent jobs but he always had the same answer.


‘What about my pa?’


It seemed no one had a place for Joe Willoughby, and few had a good word for him, so his son could hardly desert him. Drifting became their way of life. And not a bad life at that. They had their ups and downs, he and Pa, but as Pa used to say: ‘There’s always someone worse off.’ With that, Sonny had to agree. He’d seen some real unfortunates in his day.


They buried Pa in the Gurundi Station cemetery up by the big old pepper tree and stuck a wooden cross over the spot. One of the shearers carved the name on it with the letters RIP, which he told Sonny meant ‘rest in peace’, and Sonny thought that a good thing to say.


At the end of the week, when he lined up for his pay, the squatter glared at him.


‘What pay? Your old man owed me more than ten quid, not to mention the bill for grog and tobacco he ran up with my storekeeper. You owe me, son, but you can stay on and work it off. Meantime, I’ll impound your horses for security.’


Sonny was furious with his pa. It was this booking things up and the borrowings that had kept them broke. Hadn’t he promised on their ma’s blessed head never to be at it again? And that was only last month, for the umpteenth time. Nevertheless, he put it to the squatter that a man wasn’t responsible for another man’s debts, even if it was his pa.


That brought a laugh from the squatter. ‘The bills are in the name of Willoughby, and that’s your name, son. You have to learn to live up to your responsibilities. And anyway, you got the funeral for free, so don’t come whingeing to me.’


A lesson well learned that was, the older and wiser Mal – short for Mallachi – Willoughby mused. He had a string of names at his command now; they rolled off his tongue like he was born to them, so that he could move on without having to look over his shoulder.


But he fixed the squatter. Mal Willoughby couldn’t be made to work for nothing. He’d gone to the storeroom and booked up a bottle of whisky and two bottles of rum.


The storeman had frowned. ‘Here now, lad, I thought you was a teetotaller. I don’t want to be the cause of sending you down the road to ruin like your dad.’


‘Ah, no. I wouldn’t do that, Charlie. Didn’t I see enough of it? But it’s said out there among the shearers that my dad shouldn’t go off lonely like that. They’re planning a wake for him.’ He smiled sadly. ‘I’ve got responsibilities now. On behalf of the family, I have to make a contribution. The grog’s for the men.’


And so it was. Mal sold it to eager shearers at half the going price, pocketing the cash. Then, when the wake was well under way, and the singing a discordant lament, he collected his swag and rig, even the other saddle and bridle that had belonged to his father, and slid out into the darkness. He took the chain off the gate and whistled up the horses, laughing to himself. By the time they woke up in the morning he’d have put too many miles between himself and the hard-hearted squatter for anyone to care.


Mal Willoughby had only been in Brisbane a few days this time, just looking about. He was a countryman, no fan of big towns like this, but he had enough cash to rest up awhile before heading out again.


He had seen the mob in the park, but whatever they were doing didn’t interest him. He’d heard there was a buck-jumping contest being held that day on the other side of town, and he was riding out to take a look. Not that he had any intention of entering and collecting broken bones for his troubles.


‘Bums for brains,’ Pa had always said about those blokes.


No. Those sorts of gatherings were always a good place to find out where he could make a quid. Unofficial horse races, foot races, fairs, and even better pickings out on the roads. Mal didn’t work for anyone any more. He worked for himself. A dedicated loner, with a face that was his fortune, a face of such sweet innocence that women took him under their wings and tough men were fooled into thinking he was an easy mark. An amateur. Which he was not, in his chosen fields. He could run like the wind. He always had good horses, but when he entered a race on makeshift courses he would turn up with a poor-looking nag and make the switch later. Or he’d grease up his horse’s mane and tail to make it appear unkempt, adding neat touches of grey, even a well-trained limp. Mal knew so many tricks, especially with cards, the only entertainment he and his pa had had on lonely nights, that challenges were more fun to him even than the payoff.


Oh, no. He wasn’t interested in the crowded park; he’d almost passed on by when he spotted the bloke sitting astride his horse, watching proceedings. And he recognised him.


Jesus wept! It was McPherson. In the flesh.


Mal didn’t know McPherson personally, but he knew of him, and he’d come close enough to him at times to be tipped off as to his identity. Now here he was, large as life, red hair and bushy beard still intact, calmly surveying some sort of half-baked riot.


James McPherson was a bushranger, wanted in the southern states for all sorts of crimes, from horse-stealing and robbery under arms, to shooting a man at the Houghton River. Whether all the tales Mal had heard about McPherson were true, he could not be sure, but he’d heard enough to know that this bloke was a true, dyed-in-the-wool outlaw. And he was still free.


‘Come at anything,’ they said of him. ‘Steer clear, mate.’


Next thing, there was McPherson playing the gallant. Plunging into the mob on his horse to rescue that fool spruiker in his fancy clothes, so Mal decided to join the fun! Laughing, he wheeled his horse and sent it racing across the park, straight at the mob, his stockwhip cracking.


Mal forgot about the English lady. He had to go in search of his horse. He wasn’t worried about it; he’d find it. Either the spruiker, some politician, had his mount, in which case that bloke wouldn’t be hard to find and he’d take his horse back with grateful thanks and a tip; or McPherson did. His bet was on the latter. He broke into a run, now that he had his breath back.


He knew it wouldn’t be wise to charge into a pub asking if anyone had seen a bloke answering to McPherson’s description, in case he ran into any of the bushranger’s mates, who might think him to be an informer, and Mal would never do that, not being in love with the law himself. Instead, he scoured the area from pub to pub, checking hitching rails front and rear. It was at the back of the Royal Mail Hotel that he spotted his horse. Now he could have taken his mount and gone on his way, but that wouldn’t have been much fun, and what if someone reported it stolen? Besides, he dearly wanted to meet his hero. That would be a tale to tell your grandkids: ‘I knew the wild Scotsman himself …’


He rewound the long whip into a neat coil and looped it back on his shoulder, the plaited leather handle to the front, a weapon in an emergency. Not that he foresaw any trouble here, but you just never knew. Taking off his hat, he combed his hair back with his hand and headed for the back door of the pub.


No one took any notice of the country lad who strolled casually through the Saturday crowd of drinkers in the bar, squinting at the sudden switch from glare to gloom. Not even McPherson, who was standing with a mate in a far corner, and who glanced at Mal and turned away without so much as a blink of recognition. He pressed through to the counter and bought himself a lemonade then he turned, looked directly at McPherson and strolled down. ‘How’re you going?’


The Scot glared at him through heavy-lidded eyes. ‘Who are you?’


Mal grinned. Good, he thought. That’s good. Pretend you don’t know me. But it won’t work.


‘The name’s Ned Turner. And I’ve come to thank you for taking care of my horse.’


‘What horse?’ McPherson growled.


‘The chestnut outside, with my rig on him.’


‘That one?’ The Scot turned to his mate. ‘When a man deserts his mount in a public place, you’d think he didn’t want it any more, wouldn’t you?’


‘You would,’ his bald companion replied. ‘Like he’s givin’ it away to the first comer.’


‘That’s what I’d say too. Finders keepers.’


Mal laughed as if he thought the two older men were just teasing him. ‘Fair enough any other time, but not when it’s my horse. Who was the spruiker?’


McPherson was slightly taken aback by the lad’s amiable attitude.


‘Some bloody politician,’ he allowed.


‘You saved his life. I hope he did the right thing.’


‘Since when do those bastards do the right thing?’


Mal gaped in wide-eyed innocence. ‘You don’t say! You shoulda dumped him back there, sir. Can I buy you a drink? Least I can do.’


The Scot winked at his mate. He looked at their beer glasses, almost drained. ‘Yeah. We’ll have whisky. Doubles.’


‘Right you are.’ Obediently Mal made for the counter and returned with the drinks as ordered, and by the time he got back, McPherson had had a change of heart.


‘Tell you what, Ned. If you’re in need of a mount, you can have mine.’


‘That’s good of you, sir, and I’m sure it’s a fine animal, but me and my horse, we’re sort of used to one another. You know how it is. I’m right fond of Pally.’ The worst name Mal could think of for his horse, Striker, rolled off his tongue, and McPherson roared with laughter.


‘God Almighty! What sort of a name is that for a horse? He’s a thoroughbred. Ain’t you got no respect for the animal. Pally! I never heard the like.’


‘We’ve always been pals, you see. He’s inclined to go lame, got a weakness there, but I look out for him.’


The Scot turned back to his drink to give this some thought. He hadn’t necessarily swallowed the lame bit, Mal guessed, but then again, how could he be sure?


Eventually he lit his pipe, sucked heavily on it and gazed at Mal.


‘Do you know what I think? I think you’re a bloody shyster with them baby-blue eyes of your’n. You don’t fool me for a minute. Do you know who I am?’


‘No, sir, I don’t.’


‘Creepin’ Jesus. Will you listen to it?’ He mimicked Mal’s voice: ‘No, sir, I don’t! Just as well you don’t. Now let’s get down to business. You can have your horse. But I’ll have the watch.’


‘What watch?’


‘The one you lifted from Lilley. Mr Lilley to you. Along with his gold chain that belonged to his dear departed dad.’


‘I don’t know anything about a watch. I only went in there to give a hand.’


‘Like hell. You saw the glint of that watch from the sidelines same as I did. Now hand it over or you lose the horse.’


‘The horse is mine.’


McPherson sighed. ‘We could turn you up and shake it out of you right here …’


Reluctantly, Mal slid the watch over to him, and the Scot pocketed it swiftly. ‘There’s the lad. No hard feelings. You want a drink?’


‘No thanks.’


‘Hey! What happened to the sir?’ McPherson grinned. ‘Where do you live, Ned?’


‘Here in Brisbane.’


‘You got a job?’


‘I work mainly on stations when there’s work.’ More lies. ‘I’m thinking of going north.’


‘So are we, as a matter of fact.’ McPherson looked to his mate for approval, and the bald man nodded. ‘You could ride along with us if you like.’


Mal swelled with pride. To be accepted by the famous – infamous – James McPherson, that was really something. To ride out in this company would be a real feather in his cap. And madness. Mal knew that outlaws could be shot on sight, even if he wasn’t sure that this law had been extended to Queensland. It was his understanding that laws were laws wherever you went, and he had a lot of respect for his own hide. He had no plans to get shot in the crossfire.


He shook his head. ‘Can’t. I’ve got a girl here. I’m hoping she’ll come with me.’ He had a vision of the English girl, and grinned. ‘She’s hell bent on putting me on the straight and narrow.’


They laughed. Conspirators now.


‘That’ll take some effort,’ McPherson remarked, and dismissed Mal. ‘We’ll see you around, son.’


‘I hope so.’ Mal smiled. Hoping he didn’t. Enough was enough. He was sorry about the watch, but there were other watches, and who else could say they not only knew the wild Scotsman, but he was a friend? He’d actually made a friend of the bugger. And he had his horse back. Fair trade.


Thanks to their bitter experiences in London, the Tissington sisters were aware of other avenues that might lead to employment if, or maybe when, Mr Penn failed them. While Emilie was out walking, Ruth scoured newspaper advertisements for suitable positions, but employers seeking females required only domestic or factory workers. She did, however, find that a governess with excellent references sought employment with a family, live in. Remuneration by agreement.


Ruth nodded. She could improve on that. If they were forced to invest in an advertisement, she would state that they were English governesses. Not that they would advertise in the plural. It was better not to confuse people by allowing that there were two ladies interested in such engagements. But surely, to emphasise that a governess was English would appeal to a better class of employer, and possibly wealthier.


Then there were church people. They might assist. It was through the minister at the Anglican church in the Edgware Road that they’d found some employment to sustain them in London, and they should do better here. At least they had the necessary excellent references from the Society this time.


Unfortunately, the fine cathedral they’d passed previously turned out to be Roman Catholic, so on the Sunday morning the two girls attended the Anglican service at St John’s Church. They never liked to miss Sunday services, but on this occasion they didn’t consider it unworthy of them to make sure they were seated in a pew close to the pulpit, where they would be noticed as newcomers. Only a small and possibly helpful ploy. They took communion trying to keep their minds on prayer, rather than the all-important necessity of earning a living.


After the service they lingered in the church, leaving only with the last of the worshippers, pleased to see the minister already there, chatting to members of his congregation. He was a sprightly fellow, with wispy white hair and a cheery disposition.


When they emerged into the sunlight, he was there to greet them.


‘Ah, ladies, you’re new, I see. Welcome to St John’s.’


They learned that he was the Rev. Forrester, and much interested in his new parishioners.


When they’d covered the introductory conversations about who they were and where they’d come from, and the discussion on their long voyage, which they were at pains to say was extremely pleasant, Ruth managed to tell him that they were governesses.


‘Both of you. Governesses! Well, I declare. I’m sure you ladies will make a remarkable contribution to the education of our youngsters. We’re very fortunate to have you choose Brisbane.’


Suddenly Ruth was tongue-tied. It didn’t seem right to be burdening him with their troubles outside the church, with other people still waiting to talk to him, but Emilie felt they couldn’t afford to waste time.


‘I hope so, Reverend. I hope we are able to make a contribution to this community. However, we have been let down. We were given to believe that we had definite engagements here, but on arrival we found that this is not so.’


‘But then I suppose it is early days yet.’ Ruth found herself echoing Mr Penn, while Emilie frowned at her.


‘Yes, of course,’ he said. ‘I am sure you ladies will have no trouble finding suitable employment.’


‘Yes.’ Ruth nodded politely.


‘But if you hear of anything suitable,’ Emilie said, ‘we are staying at Belleview Boarding House for the time being.’


‘Excellent. By all means,’ he said vaguely, anxious now to move on to another group. ‘Now you must excuse me, ladies.’


‘Not much luck there,’ Emilie grumbled as they walked down deserted Ann Street.


‘You never know.’


‘Who were they?’ Mrs Walter Bateman asked the Reverend, who, having done his duty, now wished to continue discussions with her husband about the building fund.


‘English ladies. They only arrived on Thursday. Came in on the City of Liverpool. The Misses Tissington.’


‘Really? I had several friends disembark from that ship. I gave them a splendid welcome-home party on Saturday night. They brought along several other passengers as well, but I never heard that name mentioned. What are their connections?’


‘They’re governesses, and charming ladies they are too.’


Annie Bateman was intrigued. ‘Goodness me, they look too upper class to be servants.’


Her husband sighed. ‘Governesses are hardly servants, dear. Not that sort especially. They educate in the grand style.’


‘Well I never. And I suppose they’d be well paid too. Who are they working for, Reverend?’


‘I don’t believe they have accepted a post yet. They’d be rather particular, I’m sure. Now, Mr Bateman, we really ought to have a committee meeting as soon as possible …’


‘Indeed we should, Reverend, but building a cathedral is an immense task, in more ways than one. I’ve been delaying because we need the Governor and the Premier of the state as patrons. Once we get them signed on the dotted line we’ll have lawyers register the fund, and make our committee an official body. Just one committee; there are too many willing hands at present forming their own little fund-raising circles. They have to be better organised.’


‘You can be the chairman of that committee, Walter,’ his wife proposed.


He grunted. ‘That remains to be seen.’


‘I can see our great project is already in good hands,’ the Reverend said, delighted.


While the two men talked about architects and the necessity for a worldwide search, Annie was more interested in the governesses. She wondered who could afford such brilliance in their households, and imagined what a social coup it would be to have an English governess on the staff. There were schools in the town, so she supposed the ladies would go to wealthy country folk. But who?


A week later, thanks to Mr Penn’s efforts, Annie Bateman’s gossip and the Reverend’s gentle enquiries, the English governesses were the talk of the town. But they had no idea. With their funds dwindling, they informed Mr Penn that they’d go out to the country. Anywhere.


He was surprised. ‘That’s why my enquiries are taking so long. It takes time to get the word out there and receive responses, ladies. There are no jobs for governesses in town. I thought you knew that.’


Ruth had no choice, when she booked in for a second week, but to ask the landlady if it would be permissible to use this address in the advertisement they intended to place in the Courier newspaper.


Mrs Medlow was impressed. ‘They might be uppity and real cold fish,’ she told Mrs Kemp, ‘but by God they got manners. No one else would bother to even tell me about an advertisement, let alone ask my permission to mention Belleview.’


‘What do they want in the paper?’


‘Jobs. You coulda knocked me down with a feather. They want jobs as governesses, and here I was thinking they were ladies of leisure. I can’t wait to see the advertisement.’


By Friday morning almost everyone in the boarding house had read the advertisement and there was a guilty fluster when the ladies came down to breakfast, quietly composed, as usual. Although Mrs Medlow had a Courier at the ready, they did not enquire if there was a newspaper in the house.


‘Cool customers, that pair,’ she said, disappointed.


But she began watching the mail, with the other boarders and Cook looking over her shoulder.


Annie Bateman saw the advertisement too. She didn’t have any children, but she’d written to her sister out at Lindsay Downs, via Nanango, giving her all the town gossip, including the news that two high-class governesses were in town. She’d made some enquiries, just out of curiosity, and discovered that English governesses taught the normal lessons, but on top of that were good at music, languages, elocution and all sorts of social graces. This she passed on to her sister Leonie, who had two daughters, and added the catch: English governesses had to be paid at least a hundred pounds a year, plus bed and board. Which unfortunately Leonie couldn’t afford.


More than a hundred miles away, Leonie Stanfield read the letter and smiled sadly. Her daughters, aged twelve and ten, did have a governess, who was already under notice. She was her husband’s cousin and not worth half of the fifty pounds a year they were paying her. As a teacher, she was useless. It hadn’t taken Leonie long to see she might as well give the lessons herself. She agreed with Annie. It would be wonderful to have a real governess for the girls. Not as a social coup, though; Leonie totally rejected that foolish attitude.


Lindsay Downs was an established cattle station, not the biggest in the district but considerable, extending over twenty square miles. The homestead was comfortable, more of an overgrown cottage with shingle roof and, as Leonie knew, nothing special, but she didn’t mind that. She was content: they were a close, happy family, and despite a long drought and the slump in beef prices, Jack Stanfield was managing to keep going. He was an incorrigible optimist, taking these setbacks in his stride, taking for granted the cycles of nature.


‘What goes round comes round,’ he liked to say with his patient smile. ‘We can ride out the poor years by squirrelling away enough nuts in time of plenty.’


He was a good manager and a good man, and Leonie loved him dearly. She knew that a hundred pounds for a governess was an extravagance that Jack could not countenance. No one on the station, not even the overseer, earned that much. But in her heart she lamented. A yearning came over her at quiet times, a vague yearning that she’d like to know more about things … She wished she was more – even the word caused her to cringe for fear of derision – cultured. There, that was it. She’d decided on the word one soft night between dusk and sunset when the skies were flooded with red and gold, with such beauty that she wished she had a painting of the scene, to keep forever.


There were a few books in the house, only the Lord knew where they came from: poetry by Wordsworth, her favourite, Bibles, the lives of great generals, a history of England, a Shakespeare anthology, Jack’s books on farming and animal husbandry and a few romantic novels, the latter contributed by the present governess as light reading for the girls.


Leonie would have liked more books. Good novels. Books on art and beautiful things. But she didn’t know what to order, nor could anyone of her acquaintance enlighten her, even if she did ask. But it wasn’t just books; there were those things, indefinable for a countrywoman educated in the bare essentials in a small bush school. Things she wished she knew about, that she wanted her girls to be aware of, that an English governess would have at her fingertips. Culture. She wouldn’t dare mention the word to Jack, for he’d laugh at her, thinking she was going the same way as Annie, whose affectations amused and sometimes irritated him.


She replied to Annie’s letter, remembering to remark that her governess was leaving. She refrained from writing that they’d sacked the girl, because she didn’t wish to give her a bad name in Brisbane. Annie talked too much. And she did mention that an English governess would be ideal for Jane and Jessie, but who could afford one? Not the Stanfields.


Nevertheless, in her daydreams, Leonie had a beautiful picture of her daughters in white muslin out under the wisteria with their elegant governess instructing them in art. Paints, brushes and easels completed the languid scene. At other times she could see them at the piano, playing beautifully for guests, with the governess standing by, beaming on her pupils. At present, the only one who could play their piano was Jack, and he played by ear. She sighed. How wonderful it would be for her daughters to grow up elegant, cultured ladies, with full lives, no longer restricted to station talk of the weather, cattle and kids.


Then Annie wrote again, full of excitement, homing in on only one subject.


Listen to me Leonie … The Misses Tissingtons I wrote you about. The governesses. They haven’t got jobs yet at all. They are advertising for jobs. That says they haven’t got any offers yet. I’ll watch and if they advertise again, then you could be in luck. I mean, you might be able to get one of them cheaper. I know you were paying the cousin fifty pounds. What if you could get one of these English ones for fifty pounds? Which I reckon is fair enough anyway. Send me a telegram if you want me to enquire …


Leonie was delighted. Jack wouldn’t balk at fifty again. She sent the telegram but was not hopeful. Since the ladies had advertised, they’d probably be swamped with offers. She told Jack what Annie was up to this time.


‘Annie and you,’ he corrected. ‘But if she can talk one of them into coming out here, at our set wage, then it’s all right by me. What do the girls think?’


‘I haven’t told them yet. I don’t want them to be disappointed.’


Responses to the advertisement were delivered personally to their door by the landlady, who kept asking them if they were having any luck. Ruth, embarrassed, had a set reply.


‘We haven’t decided yet, Mrs Medlow, thank you.’


Every day they received at least three or four letters, which were opened with eager anticipation only to disappoint. The girls thought they’d made their requirements quite clear, but these writers didn’t seem to understand. They were offered positions as nursemaids, even as cooks. One woman said she was a widow, she had a very nice house, and would appreciate a companion in her home, but she couldn’t afford to pay anything. They received two marriage proposals from strange men which sent them off into fits of laughter, despite the seriousness of the situation. Someone wanted news of his sister who had gone to London, hoping the English governess could oblige, and two female teachers wrote asking if they could assist them in finding employment. Those requests were depressing.


The second advertisement that they placed, at the end of the week, told the tale, and Mrs Medlow was quick to comment:


‘Still no luck?’


Ruth admitted then that they hadn’t yet been able to find suitable engagements. She wondered if perhaps Mrs Medlow had a cheaper room?


‘A cheaper room? I don’t know about that. All our rooms are the same price, except for a back room off the kitchen. It’s got two single beds but not much else. I usually only let it to commercial travellers. You know what they’re like. Don’t see much of the bed anyways. But your trunks wouldn’t never fit in it.’


‘Oh.’ Ruth was inclined to take the room, but she knew Emilie would never agree. ‘Oh well, never mind. We’ll stay where we are.’


‘I’m sorry,’ Mrs Medlow said, genuinely concerned for her, and Ruth was touched. By the time she closed the bedroom door behind her, she was in tears.


They still haunted Penn’s office, more from habit and something to do than hope, but this morning he was waiting for them with good news.


‘Didn’t I tell you I’d find you an engagement?’ he crowed, using the word he’d gleaned from their vocabulary. ‘And not just one. Two. In the same town. Go on through, ladies.’


They sat on the lumpy sofas in his anteroom, staring at one another, barely able to speak in their apprehension, listening to his swift and impersonal dealings with wretched females who, depending on their situations, laughed, wept or shouted at him.


Emilie raised her eyebrows and whispered sarcastically, ‘All in a day’s work.’


He came back with a shabby ledger. ‘Now, let me see. Maryborough, that’s the town. North of Brisbane, only a couple of hundred miles. It’s a wool port. Very important it is too, some say a bigger port than Brisbane. See, you shouldn’t have wasted your money on those advertisements. I saw them. No offence taken, ladies. But I placed my own in the Maryborough Post. Have to charge you for that. Three shillings. All right?’


They nodded.


‘Cheaper than the Courier anyway. Now there are two positions, as I said. And they’re both plums. The first is with Mrs Manningtree. She’s got three kids, seven, eight and ten, the eldest a boy. Lives right in town. A tasteful house, you’ll be pleased to know. So she says anyway. No proper schools up there, so she’s desperate for a governess.’


‘That’s wonderful,’ Ruth breathed.


‘Good. Now I put the wage you want in the paper …’


‘You didn’t!’ Ruth was appalled.


‘No use wasting time. Your time or hers. Better to lay it on the line. Anyways, she won’t come at a hundred pounds but she will pay eighty. Is that all right?’


‘Yes. Emilie will take that position.’


‘No. You take it, Ruth.’


‘Definitely not. I promised myself that you’d take the first, no matter what eventuates.’


‘Good,’ Penn said. ‘That’s Miss Emilie settled. Now the other position is with Mrs Mooney. Live in too. She’ll pay seventy pounds. No more. But she’s only got one kid. A thirteen-year-old daughter. Says she doesn’t have time to keep an eye on the girl herself …’


‘Did you say Mooney?’ Ruth asked. ‘Is that an Irish name?’


‘Yes. Peculiar there’s only one kid, but I suppose there’d be a reason …’


‘Mr Penn,’ Emilie intervened, ‘Ruth is trying to tell you we didn’t envisage working for Papists.’


He blinked. ‘Why not? Can’t see they’d be trying to convert you.’ He didn’t wait for a response. ‘Now this Mrs Mooney has the Prince of Wales Hotel. I’ve heard about it. One of the best in town, they say, guest rooms, dining room, the lot.’


‘And where do they live?’ Ruth asked.


‘In the hotel, of course. You’d have your own room there. You’d live well.’


Ruth shook her head. ‘I’m afraid not. I wouldn’t consider living in a hotel. Or with those people. You’ll have to find something else.’


Penn was annoyed. He leaned forward. ‘It seems to me, ladies, that beggars can’t be choosers. I’ve found two jobs for you, as I said I would do. You either take them or you’re on your own.’


‘Can we have a day to think about it, Mr Penn?’ Emilie asked.


‘Tomorrow. Yes, tomorrow. Or I’ll be advertising Mrs Mooney’s job myself. That’s my business, you understand. I can’t let situations go to waste.’


The Tissingtons were not abstainers. Wine was served on occasions at table, and William enjoyed his after-dinner ritual of pipe and port. On the ship, the girls had their own ritual of a glass of wine a day, one of their few pleasures. The wine was passable good, they found, and the price in their range very low, bought from the first mate free of excise duty. They were heartened, too, when he provided them with an excuse to imbibe, informing them that doctors recommended wine for medicinal purposes on long sea journeys to counteract the lack of fresh vegetables.
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