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Prologue


Parramatta, November 1825


He really must do something about that door, he thought as he crossed the yard back to his quarters. Its top hinge was a little loose and the resulting scrape woke the women. What transpired after he entered generally woke them anyway, but there was a moment he relished, the blank wall of their combined unconsciousness, none of them with any awareness yet of what was about to happen to whichever sleeping body was the focus of his current interest.


When that O’Leary woman was still a First Class convict, before her rebellious tendencies had seen her moved to the penitentiary, as the scrape announced his presence she and the others would rise as one, surrounding the bed of whomever he’d decided to take that night, standing there like a silent forest of reproachful ghost gums. There was something welcome to him about their gaze but also something that delayed him in his stroke.


But now he had sent her to the Third Class tower they tended to stay in their beds. They woke up, of course. He could always tell. No arms flopped over the side of the cots, no one rolled with the heaviness of a sack of grain. Their stillness betrayed their consciousness, their breathing was too even for sleep.


If he didn’t fix the door soon, though, he might have to start visiting the Second Class women. And really he’d rather not. The First Class ones – they were his preference. So terrified of having to swap their Sunday red jackets for the leather aprons and the harder work and reduced rations of their Third Class sisters. Usually a better class of woman, too – while their circumstances may not have been kind, they were not extreme enough to drive the women to the type of felony convicts of other classes perpetrated. Of course, depending on the boat, the squeamishness of its surgeon, some of them had already been got at on the way over by the sailors. Couldn’t be helped. But most of them still had their teeth and some even wore unpocked skin. Yes, a better class of livestock altogether.


Tonight he had been in the First Class quarters to give a personal welcome to a new inmate. She’d come off the Phoenix, and its surgeon was a stickler for proprieties so it was a good bet that none of the sailors had got a look in. She was a thief, or so he assumed. Had stolen ribbons at a country fair, perhaps, or taken a florin her master had left on a dressing table. Didn’t matter. Her young body – seventeen or eighteen years since its birth, he guessed, hard to tell sometimes – didn’t bear the ravages of one used as a commodity in a lane behind a London inn.


So while the watchfulness of the others in the room pricked the back of his neck, all in all he was rather pleased with the evening so far. Now his destination was a long drink of rum. He’d have to remember to tap the barrel he hadn’t watered yet. He must start marking them – he suspected he might have watered down some barrels more than once. And that would make it too obvious – more customers might complain, and they tended to do so using fists rather than finely turned verbal abuse.


Crotty had worried him when he’d mentioned that his customers seemed to be unable to get drunk and he might have to find another supplier, one who paid duties and operated within the law. And he looked after his suppliers, Crotty did – he’d hate to see an honest one undercut by someone who was watering his wares. The authorities may need to be alerted to the fact.


We’ll see who holds most sway with the authorities, Church consoled himself. A publican on the margins like Crotty, or a highly placed functionary such as himself. In the meantime the promise of undiluted rum in his quarters, his wife asleep, pulled him from the heat and frenzy of the First Class dormitory.


But before he could reach the outer wall of the yard and the gate which separated his quarters from those of the bonded women, a sound snagged his ear. A footstep. Not loud, but firm enough to indicate that the owner of the foot was not taking any significant pains to conceal the approach.


He turned, smiling when he saw who it was.


‘You’ve given some thought to my proposal?’ he said.


A nod. No smile to go with it. Good.


‘May as well get started on our business now, then,’ he said.


‘Yes, I suppose so.’


A slight tremble. Even better. Confidence in one such as this would have worried him.


His companion glanced around. It was a clear night with a full moon. Anyone looking out of one of the windows surrounding the yard would have recognised them. He didn’t care about that, but he was the one in this particular transaction who didn’t stand to lose.


He looked up for a moment, his eyes drawing in the light from the stars. Not a man given to appreciating beauty. Not a poetic soul. But still, when one came from east London, with its smudged, low sky, a glimpse of purity was worth looking up for.


Had his body continued to function for longer than the next half-minute, Church might have been grateful he’d bothered taking a final scan of the night. Certainly it was the last beautiful thing he saw. Because by the time he lowered his gaze, his companion had closed the distance between them. He spread his lips into a half-formed menacing smile that said he was ready for anything, but wasn’t sure quite what he was being asked to be ready for. He opened his mouth – maybe to ask a question, maybe simply to assert his authority. But he didn’t have a chance to choose the words before the tip of an awl flashed upwards, pushing through the woefully insubstantial membrane of his right eye, and continuing until it found his brain.




Chapter 1


‘Now you’re mocking me, I swear it. It simply cannot be possible. You’re having a laugh at a poor woman’s expense.’


Hugh Llewelyn Monsarrat braced himself. The effort wasn’t wasted. A second later, the corner of a rolled-up cleaning towel, Mrs Mulrooney’s answer to a whip, connected with his temple.


‘I assure you, dear lady, it’s simply the way the English language works. The King himself has to follow these rules, whether they be logical or not.’


‘Well I assure you that this is not a language I can take seriously. And I’ll hear no more sniffing from your good self about Irish spelling and pronunciation, thank you. Any language that lets the C get away with so much mischief has a lot to answer for. You’d have me believe it makes two different sounds in the same word! It needs to make up its mind, so it does. Circle should start with an S, and that’s the end of it.’


This was by no means the first pitched battle Monsarrat had engaged in with his housekeeper over the irrational nature of the English language. The tiny kitchen had seen many of them, heard her small, calloused fist bounce in frustration off the over-scrubbed table. Mrs Mulrooney insisted, for example, on spelling war with two o’s, like door. ‘Otherwise you’d say it as warr, like far, wouldn’t you?’ she asked, although Monsarrat had no reason to believe she was actually interested in his opinion on the matter.


She would threaten, on occasion, to abandon the whole exercise, but Monsarrat knew she wouldn’t. Her admission into the world of readers had been at the request of her previous mistress, the late Honora Shelborne, for whose murder he suspected Mrs Mulrooney still wept and said nightly rosaries.


But for all her complaining, Mrs Mulrooney’s progress was exceptional. She had been Monsarrat’s student for little more than a month and she was already writing the letters to her son that he used to write for her. If the boy noticed that the letters came with a few less flourishes and a few more ink blotches than they used to, Monsarrat felt sure he wouldn’t mind.


This morning, though, he perceived they’d probably come as far as they could. She needed, perhaps, a day or so to adjust to a world in which the letter C could shimmer and change in such a maddening fashion. He stood and gathered the pens, the paper, the small slate on which she had started forming her first letters with a stylus, made redundant by her quick grasp of the language (except those parts she felt had no right to stand as they made no sense).


‘May I trouble you, Mrs Mulrooney, for some tea before I go?’


She snorted, exasperated that he felt the need to make such an obvious request.


‘I’ll bring it to the parlour, so. Out with you now. Out, out, out!’


Strictly speaking, of course, Mrs Mulrooney had no right to order Monsarrat out of the kitchen. It was his, after all, a fact he still found miraculous when barely a few months previously his possessions had added up to two threadbare waistcoats (one eternally ruined by a smear of red dust), a thinning black coat and an ink pot.


In those days, his presence in Mrs Mulrooney’s large, distempered Port Macquarie kitchen had been an indulgence, only possible when the commandant of the settlement had turned a blind eye. But no one save Mrs Mulrooney herself could challenge his right to stand in this small, whitewashed box here in Parramatta.


His purchase of the cottage that housed it had been made possible by a leather sack handed to him aboard the sloop Sally, which six weeks ago had ferried him and Mrs Mulrooney from Port Macquarie to Sydney, and then committed them by cutter to the journey up the river to Parramatta.


‘The major knew you wouldn’t accept this, so he asked me to give it to you when we were too far to turn back,’ the Sally’s first mate had said as the last of the cruel black rocks which marked the beaches around Port Macquarie slid out of view.


Major Shelborne, Monsarrat’s master in Port Macquarie, was born into wealth, while his tragic and beautiful young wife, Honora, was impoverished but of blue blood. The money, said the accompanying note from the major, was by way of thanks. ‘This is but a fraction of what I feel I owe you for bringing my wife’s killer to justice,’ he had written. ‘Please do me the honour of accepting it, together with my wishes for your success in Parramatta.’


But while Monsarrat’s reward had paid for the kitchen, Mrs Mulrooney had a moral right to the space, or so she felt, and with a passion which had all the authority of an edict. She required Monsarrat to knock before entering, which he happily did.


The Port Macquarie kitchen where he had first met her had been a freestanding outbuilding of the Government House to which it belonged, and this was no different, an outbuilding to the main edifice. Kitchens couldn’t be trusted, apparently – had a habit of burning down – so they needed to be kept away from the house to avoid the contagion of flame.


This kitchen had a small room to the side, tiny and tidy, whitewashed walls, a small bed, a table with washing necessities and a rudimentary wall sconce. Monsarrat had offered Mrs Mulrooney the finest bedroom in the small main house, but this was where she preferred to sleep. And while the four rooms of the main house – the sitting room, a parlour and two bedrooms, darkly painted according to respectable practice – were Monsarrat’s domain, he did not impose a reciprocal requirement that she knock before entering.


This was just as well as it would have been difficult for her to do so while carrying a tea tray. She put one down in front of Monsarrat after he had obeyed her command and made his way to the main house to sit in the small parlour and try to stretch out his legs (not easy for a gangly specimen when the legs in question had to fit under a small table), fiddling with his cravat as he weighed his new good fortune.


‘Anyone would think you’d never seen a cravat before. You’ve had one of those things around your neck for decades – you’d think you’d have learned the art of them.’


‘And so I have, as a matter of fact,’ said Monsarrat, feeling the mild irritation that her scolding sometimes brought forth, a blemish on their friendship which was nevertheless easily washed away by her excellent tea. ‘But you realise I need to be above reproach. There are those who wouldn’t hesitate to characterise a poorly tied cravat as a symptom of an irredeemably criminal nature.’


Some of those people, Monsarrat knew, inhabited this town, and saw from a distance the black streak of a man stalking daily up the hill to Government House. It was one of the reasons he needed the fortification of Mrs Mulrooney’s tea before departing for work. As he went, he seemed unable to break the habit of glancing to the side occasionally, expecting to see his old associate Bangar silently keeping pace with him. But the Birpai tribesman was in Port Macquarie and therefore not in a position to soothe Monsarrat with his quiet companionship. In Monsarrat’s six weeks here he had not met one member of the Burramattagal, whose name the colonisers had mangled in christening Parramatta. There were very few of them now in the vicinity. They had been shifted towards the area recently christened Blacktown and were discouraged from staying near the river which had been named after them.


As well as taking pains over his cravat, Monsarrat liked to be early to pass below the crudely cut sandstone lintel of the outbuilding in which he worked, across a courtyard from the main structure of Parramatta’s Government House, with its white-rendered edifice painted with lines to make people believe it was constructed from the finest marble rather than crude convict-made brick.


He supposed, really, that he should walk up the meticulously paved, curving driveway, before skirting the columns of the main entrance – not for the likes of him – and walking to the side of the building where pristine render gave way to the honest, whitewashed brick. But while Monsarrat claimed to be one for proprieties, he was less fastidious when a convenience could be gained by disregarding them, and when no one was looking. So he climbed the side of the hill leading from his house into the governor’s domain, past Governor Brisbane’s twin follies of bathhouse and observatory, and arrived at his workplace without passing the glaring façade of the governor’s empty residence.


As early as he was, he was not the earliest. The governor’s private secretary in Parramatta, Ralph Eveleigh, was always at his desk by the time Monsarrat arrived. Fresh paper, fresh blotter, fresh ink, usually a partly composed document in front of him. In the short time Monsarrat had been working for Eveleigh, he had never walked into the man’s office without seeing him push back quickly from his desk, as though caught in some illicit act rather than the drafting of a letter to the colonial secretary or orders for the commandant of a remote penal station.


Nor was his conscientiousness reserved for when the eyes of authority were on him. Eveleigh was between governors. Thomas Brisbane, who had caused no small amount of consternation by making his home in Parramatta rather than Sydney, had recently made his final journey down the winding drive, the first yards in a journey which would take him back to England. And his replacement, Ralph Darling, was taking his time to arrive.He was in Van Diemen’s Land, apparently, and would next spend some time constraining Sydney’s bureaucrats, grown wild under the absentee Brisbane. There was no word on when he might come up the river.


Even with a man of Eveleigh’s habits in charge, this was the first time Monsarrat had been called at this hour into the office, a spacious room by colonial standards, white-limed with a fireplace and a northern window through which Monsarrat could see a scatter of huts in the shade of grey gums and shaggy barks.


Eveleigh, for once, was not sent reeling back from some document or other when Monsarrat entered. Nor was there any work in progress in front of him.


‘Monsarrat. Good morning. On time, I see, and that’s all to the good, as it happens. Thank you for your punctuality.’


It was still strange to Monsarrat, being thanked, being spoken to as if his presence was a matter of pure choice. But while he was now an emancipist, and not of a mind to leave Eveleigh’s employ, he was not quite free. His ticket of leave had come with the precondition that he serve this man, and with more than his immaculate copperplate writing.


Ralph Eveleigh was one of the few in the colony whose pale skin had, for the most part, escaped discoloration by the sun. A formidable intellect in a frail, sandy-complexioned body, Eveleigh never stepped outside without a hat, and never rolled up his sleeves, even in the worst of the heat. To do so would have creased the fabric, something Eveleigh couldn’t countenance. He had enough to deal with as it was, with a crop of hair so unruly that he’d told Monsarrat he had considered having it shaved.


But for all his fastidiousness, Eveleigh didn’t share the prevailing view that a convict was rotten to the core by nature. Informed by his master that his request for an additional clerk had been approved, that he would have charge of one with special investigative skills which could be brought to bear from time to time on what the colonial secretary had described, on a visit to Parramatta, as ‘more delicate matters where a galumphing police investigation may not produce the desired result’, Eveleigh intended to utilise these skills, both investigative and clerical. Monsarrat was a refined tool, and as long as he performed he would be treated well within the walls of the offices where Eveleigh reigned. Yet Monsarrat knew that his deductions, which had brought a killer to justice in Port Macquarie, owed much to the perceptiveness of the woman who now ruled his kitchen. Thus access to first-rate tea was the least of his reasons for employing her.


‘I had your morning planned, you know,’ said Eveleigh now. ‘Preparing the Parramatta tickets of leave for our friend the colonial secretary.’


‘Ah,’ said Monsarrat. Tickets of leave. The laborious process of trawling through the records to find the ship, crime and transportation date which matched a name he’d been given, the owner of which was about to be released from penal servitude.


‘Tedious work, I know. But at least you already have one. It would be something of a cruelty to make a Special write the words which will give freedom to another.’


When Monsarrat had been a Special – a convict with skills beyond muscle, which could be put to use by the government – the chief clerk of the day had not displayed a similar sensitivity, and he had spent years writing freedom for others while the prospect of his own had remained impossibly remote.


‘As you wish, of course,’ Monsarrat said. Not quite an ally, Eveleigh was nonetheless civil. That fact, and his position, made him someone Monsarrat was anxious to please.


‘Well, I have a different wish now. I have been informed of a particular incident,’ said Eveleigh.


‘Incident?’


‘Yes, although that’s a rather inadequate term. More accurately, I suppose the word would be murder. And a fierce one, not that any of them are tame. So it seems, Mr Monsarrat, that I’ll have to find someone else to scribble out those tickets of leave through half-closed eyes, while I finally have a chance to use your . . . more unique skills.’




Chapter 2


The top half of Robert Church’s right eye was pristine, white, and seemingly unrelated to its lower extremity, which was punctured beyond repair.


‘Precision, then,’ Monsarrat said. ‘Almost as though he stood still for it.’


‘Actually,’ said his new friend, ‘I’ll wager that’s precisely what he did.’


Dr Homer Preston had been transported for stealing the purses of his patients while they were under sedation in his surgery. There was also a certain amount of talk of grave robbing, with Dr Preston thought to be the nexus between the disinterrers and the more conscientious students at the school of anatomy, though nothing had ever been proven.


Unlike Monsarrat, Preston had served his first sentence and had not reoffended (or at least been caught doing so), so had not needed to endure years at a place of secondary punishment. Just as well – he would have made a very bad medical orderly, being more intelligent than most colonial surgeons and lacking the tact which would have prevented him from sharing that opinion.


Monsarrat had met Preston a month ago, shortly after his own return to Parramatta, when a clerk was needed to transcribe a statement on the death of a woman at the Female Factory. She might well have been a victim of the man lying here. Monsarrat hadn’t seen Emily Gray’s body, but Preston’s description had been more than enough detail for him. ‘Of course one frequently sees people who can stand a bit more food. Describes the vast majority of people here. But this woman – someone had taken a hide and stretched it over a bundle of sticks, or so it seemed. Starvation while under the care of His Majesty.’ The inquest had returned a verdict of death due to hunger and ‘hard treatment’, a mundane phrase which could be used to stand in for a variety of lurid abuses.


‘It’s an incision, there’s no other word for it,’ Preston said now. ‘Can you imagine trying to do that to someone who was crashing about, running, turning their head, trying to deflect you in some way? Had he offered any resistance, his eyeball would look like Napoleon’s regurgitated lunch.’


Napoleon was probably asleep under Preston’s desk at the hospital back in the town, and Monsarrat doubted the cat would lower himself to something as indelicate as an eyeball. Monsarrat was one of the few who knew the creature’s name – it might have been considered a little incendiary, a decade after Waterloo, so Preston didn’t make a habit of telling people, or indeed of sharing the fact that there was a cat in the hospital at all. In any case, Napoleon did not seem to think that knowledge of his name should entitle Monsarrat to any more consideration than he gave anyone else.


At least the hospital had a clear function: to keep people alive or to ease their dying. No one Monsarrat asked had yet been able to define concisely the Female Factory’s purpose. Not that it had no purpose. Quite the reverse – it had several, and they frequently collided in a manner which made the place an administrative headache.


It was a place of incarceration, but with only a fraction of the beds – or mattresses, or area of floor – it needed to sleep all of its inmates. It was a marriage bureau and employment agency, where convict women accepted masters, or husbands they had known for just an hour, purely to get away from the place. It was a business, intended to be self-sufficient and perhaps even to contribute to the colony’s coffers by selling the women’s sewing and skills as laundresses, yet where inmates went unshod and unfed, their food sold in the free community to fatten the superintendent’s purse. And it was a place of asylum, intended to protect vulnerable women from the men in the colony, who outnumbered them at least five to one, exposing them instead to one of the worst examples of the male population – the man who now lay on a table in a stone outbuilding of the Factory.


On the plans, the building in which Monsarrat and Preston were examining Church was called the Room for Useful Purposes. But it was more commonly known as the Dead House as it was the room in which corpses were stored. Its sandstone walls tempered the summer heat, yet before long other smells would mix with the odour of baking dust.


The Dead House was tucked into a corner of the Female Factory’s drying grounds, where the cloth woven by the inmates was stretched out and subjected to the sun’s full force, watched by the First Class prisoners from their sleeping quarters on the second floor of a long, thin sandstone structure. The superintendent’s residence lay on the other side of the drying yard, at the front of the building, near a gleaming clock, a gift from a king who seemed to believe that allowing the women a means of counting out the hours of their incarceration was more important than clothing them properly. The thing had been sent from England by ship, and there were few such pieces in this, until recently, apparently timeless country.


‘And was the weapon . . . Well . . . all the way in?’ Monsarrat asked.


‘Oh yes. It seems so.’


‘Would have taken a fair amount of strength, I imagine.’


‘I expect so. Whoever it was started low – clearly they were trying to use an upward thrust, put their body weight behind it. But then . . . Look here, Monsarrat. Notice how the upper edge of the puncture has pulled away a little? They hit the skull, you see. Needed to stand up straight so they could get it through the optic foramen – that’s the hole in the skull that leads to the brain. And that’s most certainly where the tip ended up, as the man’s dead.’


Monsarrat wasn’t squeamish – the squeamish didn’t survive here. But he was astonished that Preston could speak with such detachment. ‘Did you know him at all?’ he asked the doctor.


‘Only to nod to. His wife, now, I did know. The matron. They allow us to use this place, you see, from time to time, when the hospital can’t cope.’


‘So Church’s wife has assisted you?’


‘She’s let me in – we’ll leave it at that. I did treat her once, though. For a sprain. Brought about by liberal quantities of rum, judging by the smell of her.’


Over the years, Monsarrat had developed his own shorthand, together with a certain amount of skill in writing without his eyes on the page, so those whose words he was capturing were only peripherally aware he was doing it. He lacked, here, his customary weapons of pen and ink, reduced to a stub of graphite pencil which he carried, wrapped in an old handkerchief, for the purpose. He scratched on a piece of paper as Preston spoke, his eyes dividing their time between Preston’s face and the corpse.


‘Now,’ said Preston, taking Monsarrat’s elbow and urging him towards the door, causing him to smudge his shorthand in the process. ‘You’re going back to the office?’


‘Yes. I’m to transcribe the details of our interview.’


‘Very well. You may wish to add this. Perhaps the reason Church didn’t struggle was that he didn’t expect an attack from the person who killed him.’


‘Why wouldn’t he? I know him by reputation. I imagine it would be relatively easy to find people who believe that the world without Church would be significantly improved.’


‘I have no reason to disagree with that. But the angle – I mentioned before, as you recall – it’s possible that someone crouched and drove the weapon up into his eye, before standing to their full height and completing the job. There’s another possibility, as well.’


‘Which is?’


‘Which is that whoever did this didn’t need to crouch to drive upwards. Perhaps they were already standing at their full height. There are short men, of course. Or the murderer could have crouched. Or a tall man could have dragged Church down to meet the point that ended his life. But it’s also possible, barely possible, that the killer was a woman.’
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It was time, Monsarrat thought, to go. A mundane decision, but he still relished his unaccustomed liberty – to go where he pleased, and engage in any activity as long as it was lawful, of course. He had no intention of engaging in anything unlawful, having only just acquired his second ticket of leave.


It was crucial, he thought, to start transcribing his scratchings immediately – however effective his method of shorthand (and he fancied it far exceeded that used by other clerks), there was still the issue of language and the connective tissue which needed to be laid over the bare facts, which resided only in his memory, and which smudged as easily as the graphite did.


They would need, however, to remain smudged for a short while longer. He had just settled at the small, unpolished desk in his whitewashed workroom, completed the ritual of laying out blotting paper, pens, and ink, when Ralph Eveleigh appeared.


‘Daly’s here,’ Eveleigh said, turning. He knew that Monsarrat would follow.


Daly was a man of little imagination and even less humanity, in Monsarrat’s view. He had an almost perfectly square face that was overlaid with a net of small red lines, his blood vessels having given up the fight against the dual onslaught of alcohol and sun. The sun was one of the inevitable inconveniences of life on the rim of His Majesty’s influence – you couldn’t avoid it, just as you couldn’t avoid convicts, especially in a town where barely one in ten of the inhabitants had arrived free. And Ezekiel Daly hated convicts.


Nor did he make any distinction between Specials and those who were ticketed versus those who were still serving their sentence. Daly considered that the felonious stain could not be removed by a bit of paper, and Monsarrat knew that he was an example of the kind of convict Daly most detested. An educated man who should have known better. Who thought his letters gave him liberty to live a kinder life than those who worked on the road gangs or cut lumber. Who had the hide to act as though his ticket of leave gave him the right to stand equal with free men.


Daly’s was a reasonably common perception and Monsarrat had quickly become inured to it – failing to do so would have sent him mad. But as much as he would have liked to discount the man’s opinion, he couldn’t. Because Ezekiel Daly was the Superintendent of Police.


There was an extra seat facing Eveleigh’s desk, a surface which seemed to exist on a different plane to Monsarrat’s own, reflecting shapes in its gleaming, polished wood while squatting on ornate, carved legs. But Monsarrat wasn’t invited to use it – Eveleigh saw no advantage in needlessly provoking Daly and felt that Monsarrat’s continued upright posture was a small price to pay.


‘I understand you’ve spoken to the doctor,’ Daly said, ignoring Monsarrat and addressing his question to Eveleigh.


‘Yes. Mr Monsarrat, as you know, has considerable experience in taking down depositions and the like. I was given to understand that Dr Preston was at the Female Factory, so I felt it best to have somebody there with him.’


‘I know about Mr Monsarrat’s experience,’ Daly said. ‘What I don’t know is how much of it – if any – is legitimate.’


‘I assure you, superintendent,’ Monsarrat said, ‘that I am more than capable of accurately reflecting Dr Preston’s opinion of the deceased.’


‘Be kind enough to share that opinion with us, then,’ said Daly, still staring at Eveleigh.


Monsarrat did as he was asked, dwelling on the detail of the injury to Church’s eye in the vain hope of unsettling Daly, though he suspected the man saw worse every day before breakfast. ‘Judging by the angle, Dr Preston seems to believe the assailant could have been a woman,’ he said. ‘Or at the least someone of short stature.’


‘It’ll be that O’Leary bitch, then,’ said Daly. ‘As I thought. I’ve had her moved to solitary confinement as a precaution.’


Eveleigh drew back his shoulders. Monsarrat knew he didn’t approve of such language, even in relation to a convict.


‘I assume you mean Grace O’Leary, superintendent,’ he said. ‘The riotous Irish woman.’


‘It’s no coincidence, Eveleigh, that things have been quieter since Church put her into the Third Class penitentiary. Moral decay spreads like a disease, you know. You must know – you must’ve seen it.’


It was perhaps unwise to question Daly’s unthinking condemnation of this woman, but flawed logic offended Monsarrat every bit as much as a false lawyer walking free offended Daly, and Monsarrat couldn’t help himself. ‘You mention she’s in the penitentiary, superintendent,’ he said. ‘How, then, could she have gained the freedom to commit this act?’


Daly thrust out his lower jaw slightly, an unconscious act which heightened the resemblance between his head and a wooden block. He addressed himself to Eveleigh again.


‘You know security in the penitentiary is next to non-existent. Church’s own wife is frequently reported to be the worse for drinking sessions with the convicts. We all know about the riot, too. God alone knows how O’Leary got out, but I’ll warrant she did. Perhaps she offered the only asset she has to one of the turnkeys.’


‘You are indeed an astute judge of human character, having been exposed to it in its least edifying forms,’ Eveleigh said. He had a narrow mouth that rarely smiled, but those who saw it every day, as Monsarrat did, became adept at noticing a slight twitch in the right-hand corner, which was as close as Eveleigh came to indicating amusement.


‘Nevertheless, I imagine a man of your rectitude will wish to make sure that the evidence is beyond reproach before proceeding to trial. Efficiency is dear to you, I know, and the most efficient way to proceed would surely be to close off other possibilities. I believe it’s fair to say that Church was not endeared to a great many people.’


‘That would be wonderful, Eveleigh, if we all had an army of clerks at our disposal. I, however, am in the unfortunate position of commanding eight mounted troopers and a handful of convict constables of varying quality, from the corrupt to the assiduous. They all have quite enough to do maintaining order on a daily basis – including amongst each other – without being required to exonerate all manner of refractory creatures before the one who is patently guilty is brought to trial.’


‘My dear superintendent. You do a remarkable amount of work, given the woeful privations you suffer. And, as you say, you do not have the luxury of an army of clerks. Nor do I, but I daresay I could spare the one I have. Perhaps you would do me the honour of allowing me to dedicate Mr Monsarrat to the task of taking statements. It’s the least I can do, especially as your department bore part of the cost of building the Factory in the first place.’


‘He is a convict, Eveleigh.’


No, he’s not, thought Monsarrat. And he happens to be standing a few feet from you.


Eveleigh echoed his thoughts. ‘Mr Monsarrat is no longer a convict, as you know, having been granted a ticket of leave for his role in solving a vile crime in Port Macquarie, which took the life of a woman gentle by birth and, I understand, by nature. If I may say, he has a forensic approach to an interview. I believe I could spare him, barely, from the daily onslaught of paper generated by this office, and certainly his temporary loss to our functioning will not weigh nearly as heavily on the order of the colony as would the diversion of a trooper or two.’


‘Very well,’ said Daly. ‘See that he behaves, though. And I assure you I will be verifying all the statements he transcribes, particularly those which relate to the guilt of the Irishwoman.’


Daly turned to look at Monsarrat directly for the first time, but continued to aim his words at Eveleigh.


‘He should not think he may alter these facts to exculpate a fellow convict. Because if he does, well . . . Tickets of leave can always be cancelled.’
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Monsarrat stood there for some time after Daly’s departure. He was still unused to leaving a room without being dismissed. Eveleigh seemed to have forgotten his presence and scratched away at the document he had been working on when Daly arrived. But after a short while he looked up at Monsarrat and gestured to the seat Daly had vacated.


‘I’ve known the man for a while, and he has adopted the practice of occasionally returning to a room a short time after he has left it in case he catches anyone in an indiscretion. Quite likes flattery, of course, but is intelligent enough to recognise it might be false. I half-expected that block of a head to appear back around the door, to check whether I was maligning him.’


Monsarrat did not comment, as he might have done had such a statement been made by Major Shelborne. Two years of being locked in bloodless intimacy with the major, as his clerk, had given him an instinctive understanding of when to speak and when to stay silent. He had yet to develop similar insight when it came to Eveleigh so it seemed wise to keep quiet.


Eveleigh certainly did not seem to expect a response. ‘In any case, Monsarrat,’ he said, ‘I was certainly genuine in my remarks about Robert Church. He was not a well-loved man. It may be that the rebellious O’Leary is the one we have to thank for ridding the world of him, but I’d be more comfortable if we established it beyond doubt before shipping her to the gallows. I’d like you to spend a few days at the Factory, if you would. Talk to O’Leary, of course. Take a statement. But talk to anyone else who seems of interest, as well. Because I’d really rather not hang a woman for a crime she didn’t commit, and the truth of the matter may turn out to be rather more complex than Daly would like.’




Chapter 3


I am well plaiced here now. I have a small room by the kichen and only Mr Monsurat (was that how his name was spelled? How dreadful she hadn’t asked!) to look after. It is his hand wich rote all of the letters you have had from me for the past two years. I’m happy and proud to ashore you that these words were put on the page by me without need of anyone else.


Hannah Mulrooney wrote quickly. Certainly too quickly to avoid the blotched pages for which Mr Monsarrat sometimes gently berated her. She was desperate to catch the letters and employ them to create meaning before they floated out of reach, before they became again what they had been for all but the past month of her life – meaningless symbols whose secrets were reserved for others. And she always felt impatient in getting letters off to Padraig, imagining him reading them in astonishment at the phenomenon of a literate mother.


She was reasonably pleased so far, though. Only a few minor smudges. Until the knock on the door startled her into a more egregious blotch at the end of the sentence. She glared at the pen until she was confident it felt the full weight of her irritation, then put it down and went to the door.


When she opened it, her peevishness transferred itself to the person who had knocked.


‘May I come in?’


‘And there’d be little use in that, now, Miss Stark. Mr Monsarrat’s at his labours. As all people are at this hour. Decent people, in any case.’


Sophia Stark’s eyebrows drew together at the slight. You’ll have wrinkles if you keep at it, Hannah thought.


Hannah had enjoyed Monsarrat’s friendship for two years. And until recently that friendship had lived entirely within the confines of the Port Macquarie penal settlement, where as a free woman and housekeeper to the commandant Hannah was considered a higher class of human than the twice-criminalised clerk.


Monsarrat was one of three people she deeply cared about in that claustrophobic place, with its glowering mountains and voluble seas. Those other two were gone now, one at the hands of the other. And for a time after, her friendship with Monsarrat and thoughts of her son had been the only things keeping her tethered to the earth. Sometimes she had feared they would not be enough.


Odd, then, to be here in Parramatta, Monsarrat’s servant instead of his superior. She didn’t mind, of course. Not a bit. She was happy to continue to produce large quantities of tea, happy to continue conversing with the man who had made the penal settlement bearable. Not quite so happy to be his student in the matter of letters, but willing to put up with it.


But, still, it required a certain amount of adjustment.


It was even more difficult to adjust to the fact that Monsarrat had not sprung fully formed into the world two years before. That he had in fact existed for significantly longer, and had a past of which Hannah knew only the barest outlines. They had not spoken to each other much about their backgrounds. People didn’t here. If you travelled too far down this river you would invariably be snagged by a submerged log. Better to leave threats beneath the surface.


But sometimes the river ejected pieces of detritus on to the bank where they had no business being. And in Hannah Mulrooney’s view, the sharpest of these was Sophia Stark.


Hannah knew that Sophia and Monsarrat had had a liaison of sorts. She also knew that Monsarrat had lost his first ticket of leave after being found out of his district, on the way from Sophia’s bed; that if Sophia hadn’t insisted he increase the frequency of his visits to her, ensuring he was abroad on a Sunday, at a time when the particularly vehement, convicthating Reverend Horace Bulmer was likely to be plying the roads around Parramatta, he might have escaped detection.


This did not make Hannah look kindly on the younger woman at the door.


‘I’m aware of Mr Monsarrat’s location, Mrs Mulrooney,’ Sophia said. ‘And had I wanted to visit him, I’d have come at a time when I knew he’d be home. It is not him I’ve come to see, but you.’


Hannah simply stared at Sophia’s sun bonnet, which bore a fussy cloth flower. Surely the time has passed for such girlish decorations, at least in your case, she thought. She was mildly alarmed at her attitude. She usually enjoyed the company of women, had in fact yearned for it after the death of Honora Shelborne. She would, she liked to think, welcome anyone who could make Mr Monsarrat happy.


But if Sophia was making Mr Monsarrat happy, Hannah had yet to see evidence of it. She was not, it had to be admitted, looking particularly hard. It was difficult to see past the brittle pretensions of the former chambermaid, who had been brought here for the theft of items of far greater value than those stolen by most convicts.


It usually took a far longer acquaintance for Hannah to decide to devote some of her time to truly disliking someone, to doing it properly. Sophia had first walked through the door of the small house on Monsarrat’s arm a few weeks before, and Hannah had been fully prepared to warm to her. She was still negotiating her way around the altered geography of her friendship with Monsarrat, and wasn’t immediately sure how she should greet Sophia as she stepped into the small parlour, lifting her skirts to avoid snagging them on some crates which had not yet been removed. A tentative smile, Hannah thought, might do it. A few steps in her direction, perhaps to be followed by a word or two of welcome, an offer of tea.


She never got as far as the offer. Sophia took off her shawl, handed it to Hannah, and turned without acknowledging her to comment to Monsarrat on the dust on top of the mantle.


Hannah was generally difficult to offend. Particularly if she believed the offence was unintentional, she was able to shrug it off, a useful ability in this place. But there were people who pretended to be what they weren’t. Who aspired to a status they were not born to. There was nothing wrong with this in Hannah’s mind, except that those thus inclined tended to be dismissive of their fellow former convicts as a means of distancing themselves from their own squalid histories. They vaulted a chasm that would never again allow them to stand in the Irishwoman’s good graces. In treating Hannah like a coat rack, Sophia had crossed that line.


Perhaps Monsarrat had spoken to Sophia after that tense first encounter. In any case, the next time she arrived at the house, she gave Hannah a nod and a clipped good evening. Hannah responded in kind, but no greeting, however effusive, could have pulled Sophia back into the warmth of her regard.


And now Sophia stood here again, interrupting her letters, her new communion, still fragile and tenuous and, Hannah feared, prone to destruction if she was not given the peace to concentrate on it.


‘Might I come in,’ Sophia said. Not a question. A demand.


‘You might, I suppose. Whether you’re welcome to . . .’


Sophia sighed, forcing the air out through her nose rather than her mouth. ‘This is getting tiresome, you know. Please let me in and I can assure you I won’t detain you longer than absolutely necessary.’


Hannah stood aside, watching as Sophia made her way into the parlour and seated herself. She looked at the housekeeper, perhaps expecting tea to be offered. If so, the woman was in the grips of a futile hope.


Hannah sat down opposite her. ‘Kindly remove your hat,’ she said. ‘You are inside.’


Surprisingly, Sophia did so. She put the hat in front of her, its ribbons neatly folded underneath it, and adjusted it so that it sat square. She looked like a goddess looming over a small straw mountain.


‘You wish to speak with me.’


‘Indeed. I seek your cooperation.’


Hannah said nothing. It cost her – while she had been able to call upon the written word for only a short time, she used the spoken word with skill, and enjoyed doing so. But she also enjoyed the discomfiting effect her silence seemed to be having.


‘Your cooperation in the matter of Mr Monsarrat.’


‘I didn’t know he had become “a matter”, as you put it.’


‘I am aware that he relied heavily on you in Port Macquarie. That he holds you in high esteem.’


‘He does, as a matter of fact. I have given him reason to.’


‘Are you aware, Mrs Mulrooney – no, of course not, how could you be? – that a woman in my position, letting rooms and so forth, requires a certain amount of protection if her reputation is not to be irrevocably besmirched?’


‘I’ll need to take you at your word for that, now.’


‘Please do. And the most effective form of protection comes in the shape of a man. I wish it were not so, but my . . . friendships, shall we say, with certain discreet and highly placed gentlemen have ensured I can operate my business without having soldiers knocking on the door in the early hours of the morning, full of rum and shillings.’


‘I see. You trade in a different currency, I suppose.’


‘If you insist on characterising it thus. I had for some time a particular friendship with a clerk in the colonial secretary’s office, a man who frequently travelled from Sydney to Parramatta, and was unable to stay at Government House.’


‘Not highly placed enough, I suppose.’


‘Perhaps not. Even if he were, he would probably have needed lodgings – Governor Brisbane refused to have guests at Government House. I shall not name this gentleman, but he was very generous. I owe him my business.’


‘Only him?’


‘Mrs Mulrooney, you and I both came here on ships on which men outnumbered women, exiled to a colony which suffers a similar imbalance between the sexes. We have both seen the sailors and the soldiers and the civil officers and the merchants come and go, offering favours in return for favours. I do not surmise you fell for those blandishments. Pay me the same compliment.’


‘Yet those blandishments worked on some,’ said Hannah. ‘On many, perhaps even on most. I may be the only one honest enough to openly question the source of your money, but I’d be surprised if no one else were thinking it.’


‘Then you, and they, are wrong. This friendship with the colonial secretary’s man was not . . . onerous, I suppose, but it served to provide a measure of protection from those among my customers who might otherwise have expected me to take my hospitality too far.’


‘This clerk, he ran away?’


‘No. I imagine he is at this very moment sitting in the colonial secretary’s office just as Mr Monsarrat is sitting in the governor’s. Still there, and still rather happy to be reputed to be my friend. Or he would be, if I had not ended the matter with him.’


‘And why did you do that?’


‘Mr Monsarrat came back. Need you ask?’


‘And I suppose, given his employer, you feel Mr Monsarrat can provide a higher level of, as you call it, protection.’


‘Not a bit of it. I’d say he could, of course, but that’s not why I ended things with the colonial secretary’s clerk. Quite simply, I am rather attached to your employer. And his high regard is very important to me, as you might imagine.’


Hannah grunted.


‘So I’ve come to ask you something of a favour. Given that you have his confidence, and his esteem.’


‘That is true.’


‘I’m aware, Mrs Mulrooney, that you may not feel I am an appropriate consort for Mr Monsarrat.’


Hannah wasn’t certain what a consort was, but she was not going to admit that to this woman, who would have taken it as further evidence that tea and dirt were the only elements she could cope with.


‘None of my business,’ she said, ignoring the internal voice that chided her when she lied. ‘Mr Monsarrat is as free as he was before you convinced him to break the conditions of his ticket of leave – don’t think I don’t know about that. Two years in Port Macquarie and he never once mentioned you, you know. And then the story came out shortly after we got here.’


‘I wasn’t responsible for his losing his freedom.’


‘Oh? What was he doing out of his district then?’


‘You will believe as you wish, Mrs Mulrooney,’ said Sophia. ‘However, I would like you to think about Mr Monsarrat’s future. A man of his years – soon he will be closer to forty than thirty – surely his happiness rests on being accepted by his social betters, and his acceptance rests, at least in part, on marriage. And Mr Monsarrat is not the type to marry for convenience.’


‘No. Convenience has never been his chief reason for doing anything. And his acceptance will surely rest as much on whom he marries as on the existence of a marriage itself.’


‘Yes, and I’m aware that you are free with your opinions – far more so than most domestics would be with their employer.’


‘I am not a domestic. I am his friend.’


‘That being the case, may I ask you to cease whispering against me? I know what you say, I can guess. I can read it in between his words to me, in his caution. There is a reserve there now that didn’t exist before Port Macquarie.’


‘Put there, no doubt, by your lack of correspondence when you thought he was lost to respectable society, in the wilds of the north.’


‘It’s true I didn’t write to him, nor he to me. We both knew that would be the way of it. Now he has returned, though . . . I am not asking you to praise me to him, just to refrain from highlighting what you may view as my inadequacies.’


‘Miss Stark, I will make you only one promise. I will speak as I see. I always have and I do not intend to change that.’


Sophia stood, lifting her hat, calmly placing it back on her head, tucking in any strands of hair that didn’t frame her face to its best advantage, and tying the ribbon beneath her chin so that it was perfectly symmetrical.


‘Very well then, Mrs Mulrooney. Thank you for your candour. I also must speak as I see fit, and while your honesty today is commendable, perhaps you have been less than forthright with Mr Monsarrat when it comes to certain aspects of your past.’


Hannah narrowed her eyes. Of course, in this place you could make veiled references to dark pasts and be right eight, nine times out of ten. She was polishing a retort so it would fly smoothly when she ejected it, when the front door opened.


Monsarrat was flushed, she noticed. Accounted for, no doubt, by his insistence on wearing that black coat in the November heat.


‘Mrs Mulroony, I need to . . . Oh, hello, Sophia. Unexpected delight, as always. You’ll have to excuse me for the moment, though. I am on business, and a rather indelicate variety, not one I’d wish to burden you with.’


‘Of course,’ said Sophia smoothly. ‘I was simply passing the time with your housekeeper. I shall leave you to your affairs.’ She glanced at Hannah, and would almost certainly have seen the smirk the Irishwoman was unable to keep from her face.


After Sophia left, closing the door very firmly, Monsarrat turned to Hannah.


‘We’re to go to the Female Factory first thing in the morning,’ he said.


‘We? You wish me to accompany you?’


‘Of course. It seems there may have been some feminine involvement in a crime which has been committed. As I am teaching you to write, I must beg you to return the favour and teach me to read.’




Chapter 4


For an institution of women, the Female Factory drew an inordinate number of men to the gates in its austere sandstone walls, whose verticals gave the place a solidity and a pretension to authority which other structures in Parramatta lacked.


The men, of course, were there because of the women. The superintendent paraded the First Class inmates before any man who came seeking a wife. Emancipated convicts who had got themselves a piece of land to farm, which could only be reached by day upon day of dusty travel. Labourers and dock workers, perhaps. Rough men who had no romantic notions of marriage, most of them viewing it as a cheap way to get a servant. The man would select a woman and if she was willing the marriage would be arranged.


And the woman generally was, although not always. There were whispers of a fight that had broken out in the room where the women were brought, one by one, to be assessed. One man – a romantic, a rare species here – had brought a bonnet to give to the woman he selected. The object of his attention liked the bonnet. Unfortunately, she didn’t like the man who was offering it, and he left, wifeless, with only a black eye and a handful of shredded straw and ribbon.
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Monsarrat was grateful that Hannah had agreed to come with him today, grateful to have at his side a woman whose mind naturally ran in the channels of logic and observation, channels into which he had had to train his own thoughts to flow. To tell the truth, he occasionally envied Mrs Mulrooney her analytical brilliance, bestowed as it was on a former convict who in the normal run of things would have had little call for it.


But it had not been the normal run of things for quite some time, and certainly was not now. Hannah Mulrooney had been his friend when he himself was still a felon. Now he had been able to offer her employment, he intended to press her into service not only in making tea but in making deductions as well. While the governor’s man might attract attention at the Factory, his housekeeper would become all but invisible among her bonded sisters, and Monsarrat had no doubt she would use that advantage to its fullest extent.
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