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The tall, strikingly handsome and beautifully dressed gentleman with fair, curling hair, olive skin, impressive moustache, and the deepest, kindest, cornflower-blue eyes was quite the most good-looking gentleman sixteen-year-old Ida Garfield had ever seen in her life. He looked to be about twenty, not much more, and his name, Ida already knew, was Mr Samuel Hackett, and he seemed to be keenly looking for someone among the mourners, Ida thought from her unworldly, never-once-left-the-farm perspective. She harboured a fantasy that he was actually looking for her. Mr Hackett lived at Summersby, after all, where he was employed as a secretary; Ida knew that much about him, if little else. Town gossip had given her those details before she’d even seen him in the flesh here at the funeral.


Summersby was the fabled house with a magical name from where, just two short weeks before, a beautiful lady called Miss Matilda Gregory had emerged to journey to Ida’s mother’s farm where she held a conversation that had ended with Ida offered employment as a maid. Ida had thought she would never again know as much excitement as the prospect of working at Summersby had given her, until, shockingly, everything came crashing down. The news arrived just one week later that Miss Matilda Gregory was dead. Ida hadn’t even started work.


Ida’s mother was very disappointed, but Ida refused to accept that the tragedy spelled the end of her Summersby prospects. How could something bestowed upon her so miraculously be taken away from her so fast? No official word had come from the great house that she was no longer wanted, and just because a person died did it mean the floors would start cleaning themselves? Ida knew that it didn’t. She stared at the handsome Mr Hackett again, and clung anew to her conviction that employment in the same lovely house where he worked could somehow still be hers. Perhaps he’d been charged with collecting her in comfort and style, she fantasised, today being the very December day that Miss Gregory had told her she was to commence her work? That was why she had come to the funeral. She had even brought her little canvas bag along, in which she’d packed a maid’s black dress. Somehow everything could still come good, she had said to anyone who’d listen. Ida’s mother hadn’t stopped her from going, although she’d made her take her sister Evie along for company. It would have been improper to attend a funeral on her own.


The late Miss Matilda Gregory had asked Ida very few questions when she’d come to the farm, so few that Ida had forgotten what most of them were. She had been too dazzled by Miss Gregory’s beauty and elegance. Yet one question stood out in memory: was Ida a very bright girl? Her mother had unthinkingly answered for her: sadly no, Ida was not very bright. Her younger sister Evie had got all the brains, Ida got by with the scraps. Ida had shrunk with the humiliation of this, even though she knew it was true because everyone was always telling her as much. Her mother realised then that the opportunity to make something of her unpromising daughter was in danger of receding, because she insisted next that what Ida lacked in brains she made up for with inquisitiveness; so inquisitive was Ida, in fact, that her endless asking of questions was enough to wear a person down, her mother declared; people in town talked of it; in short, Ida was inquisitive to a fault. Ida had squirmed with further embarrassment to hear what were apparently words of praise, yet Miss Gregory had not been dismayed, quite the opposite. To Ida, it seemed that Miss Gregory had almost been pleased by this answer. But that meant little now.


Given Ida was ill-dressed for a funeral, and trying to seem as if she wasn’t officially there, it was no surprise Mr Hackett was having trouble spotting her, she thought. Perhaps, Ida supposed, as she paid more attention to the handsome young man than she did to the funeral itself, the crush of townspeople, staff and neighbours made his getting a clear view of those keeping their distance difficult. And yet it was to the periphery that Mr Samuel Hackett still stared, to the very area where Ida stood, and while doing so he gave off the air of someone used to the effect of his good looks upon others.


Ida turned to her sister Evie, christened Evangeline, who, being three years younger, was even smaller than she. Evie had not only heard little, she’d seen little, too. The funeral had bored her and she’d switched off her mind to it. ‘Do you see that gentleman, the one with the lovely hair?’ Ida asked.


Her sister rubbed her nose. ‘No.’


Ida winked. ‘I’m going to marry him. Just you wait and see.’


Evie looked rightly sceptical.


‘When I’m older,’ Ida added. ‘When he’s seen me for the beautiful girl I really am.’


‘You should read a better class of novels,’ Evie pronounced.


The coffin containing the late Miss Matilda Gregory’s remains was placed beneath soil, and Ida continued to watch as Mr Samuel Hackett made his way towards his waiting carriage, accepting condolences as he went from those mourners who had not managed to utter them earlier. These were mostly Castlemaine District men and women who knew him, Ida supposed.


‘Very sudden it was, for a woman so young.’ An older lady nearby, sheltering beneath a red parasol, seemed to be talking to no one in particular. ‘Terrible shock when the news got out. She was gone before a thing could be done by the doctor.’


Ida looked around to see if there was anyone else to whom the lady might be addressing these remarks, and seeing that there wasn’t, she braved a reply. ‘It was very sudden. Miss Gregory must have been ill. I met her, you know—’


The lady cut in before Ida could establish her credentials. ‘The valet took care of it all. No one could bear to see the body. So how would we know she’d been ill then? Nothing’s been said of it. The Coronial Magistrate barely gave it a blink. They’re a law unto themselves up at Summersby.’


‘Are they?’ Evie piped up next to Ida, interested now.


Ida kept her eyes on tall Mr Hackett’s face, high above the heads of those who surrounded him.


‘No one can keep track of who’s living up there and who’s not, anymore,’ said the parasol lady. ‘That’s why we need more police constables, love.’


Intrigued, both Ida and Evie waited for what else might be said.


‘Who is she?’ Evie whispered in Ida’s ear.


Ida didn’t know.


‘Makes me remember when old Mr Gregory died two years back and it was weeks before anyone else knew of it,’ the lady added, after a moment of watching the crowd. She repositioned her parasol against the sun’s glare and brought a hand to pat at the back of her hair. ‘And then when we did get told, well, we heard that Miss Matilda was engaged to the gent from England, didn’t we?’


Ida took her eyes from Samuel Hackett. ‘She had an intended?’


The older woman had spotted someone she knew and was preparing to make her leave. ‘That’s him up there.’ She nudged her parasol in Mr Hackett’s direction.


Ida was startled. ‘But isn’t that Mr Hackett? He’s the secretary.’ She felt her heart melt for him now, seeing his dignified grief for what it was. He’d buried his beloved.


‘Quite a rise in the world, wouldn’t you say?’ The woman looked cynically weary and Ida had a sudden dread they’d been standing conversing with a person of ill repute. She saw now that the lady was actually wearing cosmetics beneath her veil. ‘Still, they say he was always a toff to begin with,’ the woman said airily as she went off.


Ida and Evie just looked at each other, in equal parts thrilled and mystified.


‘Was she what Mum would call a tart?’ Evie wondered.


‘She had rouge on her cheeks,’ said Ida, nodding, wide-eyed.


In the centre of the mourners, Samuel Hackett mounted his carriage with people still waiting to speak to him. He took his seat as if the throng had already dispersed. Ida watched, enthralled, as he again raked all eyes, landing finally on her own. Thrown, she tried to appeal her sympathy in the look she returned him, along with outage on his behalf that Fate could be so cruel as to take his betrothed, and then she offered reassurance that she would serve Summersby loyally, devotedly until the end of her days. This was rather more than a single look could convey.


Samuel Hackett’s voice rolled out, a smooth and lovely tenor, as polished as a piece of wedding silver. ‘I say, over there, are you Ida?’


It was like the graveyard had opened, spitting up all of the dead. Ida was too shocked to speak.


He smiled at her, amused, realising he’d awed her. ‘You, over there, yes, you.’ He was waving at her now, friendly. ‘Are you, by any chance, Miss Ida Garfield?’


Ida opened her mouth and shut it again, useless.


‘Yes, she is!’ piped up Evie. ‘She’s my big sister!’


•  •  •


Ida found herself sitting high and comfortable on a padded leather seat inside Mr Hackett’s open-topped carriage. Standing outside where she’d been left to wait, mouth gaping in amazement, Evie stared at Ida inside the glamorous carriage as if she’d just seen her married into royalty.


Samuel sat forward in the padded seat opposite Ida, next to another man of about the same age, being no more than twenty. But Ida only had eyes for Samuel. ‘I must introduce myself,’ he told her, presenting a hand, ‘I’m Hackett – Samuel Hackett – from Summersby, you know.’


‘Yes, I do know,’ said Ida, finding something like her voice at last.


‘You do?’


‘Oh yes,’ said Ida, and she was just about to tell him how greatly discussed he was in Castlemaine for his fine looks and lovely voice when she thought the better of it.


‘Oh, very good.’ He indicated the man next to him. ‘And this is my man, Barker. A very loyal chap, been with me for years.’


The other man offered a grunt by way of acknowledgment, his hands scraping back thick, black hair from his forehead. Struck by the startling contrast he made next to Samuel, Ida supposed the other man possessed what might be called sinister good looks, being extremely lithe and dark, with his shock of a mane hiding piercing black eyes. She realised she’d already known of Barker’s name in Castlemaine, just as she’d already known of Samuel’s, although she hadn’t guessed they were connected. Barker was famous, too, or was that infamous? People spoke about him in whispers, bewitched by his baleful appearance. It was thought he had a secret lover, stashed away somewhere surprising. Ida couldn’t imagine how a story like that might have started.


‘Now then, Ida,’ Samuel started to say, ‘indeed this is a very sad day—’


‘I’m so sorry for it, Mr Hackett,’ Ida leapt in, ‘it’s a terrible loss you’ve suffered, and I’m so very sorry for it, I really am. Your fiancée, Miss Matilda, was the loveliest young lady I ever met, I swear she was—’


The surprise of seeing the cynical smirk that appeared on Barker’s face stopped her.


‘You are very kind to say it,’ said Samuel, oblivious to the other man. ‘As I said, it is a very sad day and we must be forgiven if we let emotions get the better of us.’


‘I do understand it if there’s no position for me now in the great house, sir,’ Ida told him. ‘It was Miss Gregory who hired me and now that she’s gone . . .’


Samuel looked surprised. ‘No position?’


‘Dirty floors don’t clean themselves, I know that, too, sir, but still, it was poor Miss Gregory who came for me, and those she loved and left behind must have very different plans now, I’m sure—’


The man Barker seemed to be stifling a laugh as he watched her.


‘But you have the offer of a position still,’ said Samuel.


‘I’m sorry?’


‘Of course you’re still wanted,’ he clarified, ‘we have very great need of a maid. We would be pleased to see you at Summersby. My late fiancée praised you highly.’


‘But?’ This struck Ida as wrong. With a sinking heart she knew she had no option but to explain his misapprehension. ‘Mr Hackett, I met Miss Gregory for the very first time and the very last time just a fortnight ago, when she came to our farm and had a talk with my mum. She couldn’t have praised me – she didn’t know me.’


This news was clearly unexpected. ‘That is not how my fiancée perceived it. She spoke of you as an upstanding girl. That was why she wished to hire you.’


Humbled, Ida brought a hand to her heart. ‘I’ve been raised right, sir, my mum is always strict yet fair, but perhaps there was some mistake?’ Now that Ida actually thought about it all, excitement aside, she remembered that her mother had been just as astonished as Ida was to host the beautiful Miss Matilda Gregory in their home at all, and then to receive an offer of employment from her, what’s more. To the best of Ida’s knowledge, which wasn’t extensive, admittedly, her mother had never met the elegant visitor before either. She was so keen to seize opportunity for Ida that she hadn’t asked questions. Miss Gregory’s credibility had sat with her name. ‘Is it possible Miss Gregory just got me mixed up with someone else?’ Ida asked.


Samuel shook his head, beaming at her. The effect was uplifting; Ida thought she could live forever in such a smile. ‘If bringing you to Summersby was what my fiancée wished for then I wish only to honour it. We have need of you, Ida.’ He looked at his man again. ‘We have need of a friend.’


She felt her heart skip a little at the word.


‘What is important is that you say yes.’ His eyes moved to the little canvas bag that Ida had brought with her to the funeral.


Ida blushed. ‘I must confess, Mr Hackett, I wouldn’t let myself give up hope about the position – I wanted to work at Summersby more than anything else in the world when Miss Gregory asked me to.’ She patted the bag. ‘Today is the day she told me I’d be starting. I brought my things along, you see, just in case.’


•  •  •


Ida hadn’t expected to be sniffing back tears when she’d stepped down from the carriage in order to say goodbye. ‘I’d best be on my way then, Evie,’ she told her sister where they stood by the graveyard gate, a little distance from the carriage, the canvas bag tight in her hand. ‘Tell Mum it all worked out wonderfully, just like we prayed it would, and I’ll write to her every week.’


If she hoped for Evie’s own tears at the perfect turn the day had taken, she didn’t get them. Evie was pleased. ‘How soon until you’re properly earning then?’


‘How should I know?’ said Ida. ‘He didn’t tell me that.’


Evie didn’t much appreciate this answer. ‘Fortnightly? Monthly? When will they pay you your wages?’


‘I’ll find all that out when I get there, won’t I?’ Ida said. She was excited beyond measure at the prospect.


Evie frowned. ‘I’ve got schoolbooks to buy, remember. That’s what Mum wanted you to go to work for.’


‘I know.’ Ida kissed her and held her tight. ‘I’ll not forget it; you’re a real champ at that school, Evie, the smartest kid I know.’ She wiped a happy tear from where it had adhered to Evie’s cheek. ‘But until you get the books just keep on going to the Mechanics’ Institute, all right?’


Evie nodded. ‘Just you remember not to annoy everyone by asking questions. You do that, you know. A lot. People talk about it.’


Ida snorted. ‘I’m not a twit. I know how to mind my Ps and Qs.’


She took her leave from her sister then, picking her way through the last of the departing mourners to where her new friend, the handsome Mr Samuel Hackett and his man Barker waited patiently in the transport.


•  •  •


Ida told herself she would remember it always, that she’d etch it onto her brain somehow, her first ever look at Summersby. She snatched tempting glimpses of it to begin with, the great mansion half-seen through the canopy of elms and kurrajongs, as they made their way in the carriage past the wrought-iron gate and the Osage orange hedge, and up the long, sweeping drive that led to the house. The carriage trundled and squeaked for hours it felt like, but probably not that long, Ida’s canvas bag in her hand all the way, containing a shiny new uniform. She caught new glimpses, different glimpses of her destination as the drive snaked its way through the park, until suddenly Summersby presented itself in entirety, out in the open on the crest of a hill, skirted by wide, green lawn, and bathed in sunshine with not a soul to be seen. As Ida sat there staring, she told herself she would remember forever Summersby’s grand, Italianate style (for she already knew that this was the name for it), built from Harcourt granite in two long wings that met at an angle. She would recall its full three storeys until the day she expired, she declared to herself, and recall the magnificent tower placed, it was true, somewhat eccentrically so that it rose from the middle of the eastern wing; an affront to some in town for its lack of symmetry but never to her, not now that she’d seen it up close. She would remember the tower’s elegant, rounded windows, and remember it topped with a pole flying proudly the flag of Her Majesty’s Colony of Victoria. Ida knew she would see forever in her mind the great house ringed by its loggia and above it the encircling balcony giving views. She told herself that she would see the many French windows, open to the breeze and giving peeks inside on the day she lay down on her death bed, and she would see them just as clearly as she saw them now. She would remember her first look at Summersby better than anything else that had ever happened to her because the fabled home of the Gregorys was to be her home, too.


•  •  •


As Ida came to a halt behind Barker in the upper hallway, she let herself peer up at the strange servant she was expected to treat as her superior.


‘How long you been here then, Mr Barker?’ Ida asked, keen on making conversation.


Barker’s look suggested that such a question was a personal insult. ‘A while.’


She nodded. ‘How long you been with Mr Hackett?’


‘A while more.’ He decided to grace her with chips of information. ‘Found him on the Melbourne docks, I did, when he was just off the boat. Pathetic he looked. He needed me.’


Ida didn’t much like his words, which struck her as being extremely disrespectful. ‘What do you do for him, then? What’s your position?’


He seemed to be noting her fresh-scrubbed features with distaste. Unfazed, Ida wouldn’t let herself care about that. Other people said she was pretty. ‘Valet,’ Barker told her.


Ida didn’t know what that was but didn’t say so. ‘Who else lives here? Who else is there in the Gregory family?’


‘No one else.’


‘No one?’


‘The old bloke carked it before my time.’


Ida tried to recall any town gossip she’d been privy to, but found it was hazy in her memory. ‘But wasn’t there some other girl once, a sister?’


‘None of your business if there was.’


‘So there are only servants here?’


Barker chuckled. ‘I’ll tell His Lordship that one.’


Ida caught herself. ‘I didn’t mean to call Mr Hackett a servant.’


‘Call him what you fancy, he gets his pay just like the rest of us – he’s the one who does the paying, being the secretary.’ He sniffed derisively. ‘Bone idle otherwise, but.’


‘How much am I getting paid, then?’ Ida asked, going straight to the most important matter at hand.


‘Twenty pounds per annum, the standard rate.’


‘“Per annum”?’ she baulked. ‘You putting funny stuff in the bread?’


The man did a double take. ‘Per year, you fool.’


Ida grinned. ‘That means I’m not temporary then, does it? A year guaranteed?’


Barker offered a grunt by way of reply, hands scraping back his hair.


Twenty pounds really wasn’t very much, Ida thought. Still, it was better than what she’d earned before, which was precisely nothing. ‘I’ll take it,’ she said, as if she’d been contemplating flouncing off home.


Barker grunted again. ‘You’ll get your bed and board on top of it.’ He unconsciously jangled the keys he carried on a big brass ring.


Ida marvelled at the number of them. ‘How can you remember what opens what?’ she asked.


Barker ignored her. He twisted the knob of a narrow door. Beyond was a plainly furnished room containing a little iron bed with a quilted coverlet; an old and faded armchair that looked quite inviting all the same; a small wardrobe; a pine tallboy with six good drawers; and a little table upon which stood a washbasin. It was a simple yet comfortable room, filled with light streaming through the lace curtains.


‘Hope this suits,’ said Barker. He cleared a wad of phlegm from his throat, an ugly sound. ‘Hard cheese if it don’t.’


Ida didn’t have to lie. ‘It will suit me very nicely, Mr Barker, thank you,’ she told him. She laid her hand on the bed quilt. It was thick and soft.


•  •  •


Barker flung aside the damask drapes of the dining room windows, letting the glare of the afternoon sun bounce inside the room. He undid the first window catch and yanked the bottom pane upwards on its sash, letting the clean air of the garden to do its work on the fug.


Ida peered at him from the door.


‘What’s the matter with you?’ said Barker, as if only now remembering she was still there at all.


‘I’m not going in,’ said Ida, firm.


He blinked at her under his mass of hair. ‘You’ll do as you’re bloody well told.’ This earned him one of Ida’s best blank stares. ‘You’ll do as we pay you for.’


‘She died in there, didn’t she?’


The valet glared. ‘Who told you that?’


‘No one. It’s obvious,’ said Ida. ‘The room’s been shut up for a week. There’s still breakfast things on the table.’


He crinkled his lips, no doubt wrestling with how best to force her. Short of being beaten into doing it, Ida intended to set her boundaries down as soon as she could. She’d willingly take orders from Mr Hackett because he was a gentleman and nice, and he wanted to be her friend, but his man Mr Barker was another matter.


‘All right, she died in here,’ Barker conceded. ‘Haven’t you seen a place where someone’s died before?’


Ida blanched. ‘I should think not.’


‘Ever been inside a hospital?’


‘I saw my mum at the Benevolent Asylum in Castlemaine when she went there after having our Frank,’ Ida told him. ‘He tore her insides.’


Barker was unfazed by this image. ‘Did your poor mum cark it?’


‘No. She pulled through.’


‘Saw her lying in a bed, then, did you?’


Ida looked at him like he was a simpleton.


‘She was lucky then,’ said Barker, ‘but somebody before her wasn’t; more than one, more like. That’s what happens in hospital beds, people cark it in ’em. People cark it in dining rooms, too. It’s a fact of life. Now clean this room before I clout you for it.’


The threat of violence, if that’s what it was, had negligible effect on Ida. She stayed where she was at the door. ‘How did poor Miss Gregory die then? Nobody seems to say.’


The seams of Barker’s coat complained, too tight across his back. ‘She had a turn.’


‘What’s that even mean?’


Barker’s temper snapped properly. ‘Get in here and start sweeping now!’


This worked. Ida scuttled inside, clanging her dustpan, and began to address the floor. Hawkish, Barker watched her for a minute, satisfying himself she was cowed. He departed, leaving her to the chores.


Ida continued as she’d started for a little while longer before she stopped and looked sadly about the room. People died of unknown things all the time, Ida knew, especially here on the goldfields, and especially women. Still, Summersby’s beautiful mistress was gone too soon and this was a terrible sorrow. Ida would never know the honour of serving such an elegant person. She wondered where in the room Miss Gregory had breathed her last. Had she been seated or standing? Had she fallen to the floor? What signs were there that someone had even died in here at all?


The gleam of something blue caught her eye where the folds of the window dressings spilled to the floor to form a dust trap. Ida tried to tell what it was from the distance. The object was something hard, brightly blue and shiny, and not very large. It was glass. Curiosity overcame her and Ida stole to the window, lifting the drapes to see. It was a pretty vial, rather like a perfume bottle. Ida picked it up and held it to the light; there was liquid inside. She shook it and the contents moved about, but not as water might. This was definitely scent, Ida thought, or something like it. The vial’s neck was secured with a stopper and Ida felt a compulsion to open it. She tentatively tried but found it was tight. She could have forced it, she supposed, but another impulse took her, equally as strong, that she should leave well alone. Ida contemplated putting the vial back where she found it, but feared Barker coming across the thing later and thinking she hadn’t cleaned.


The room had grown less spooky. Ida resumed the cleaning, which was mostly a token effort, but an effort all the same. She placed the vial on the dining table, keeping an eye upon it as she went about gathering the week-old breakfast things onto a tray. Cold tea, milk that had turned into lumps, hard, stale slices of toast.


She was grateful to pull the doors shut behind her when she finished, with enough grit and lint in her pan to act as evidence of her labour. Balancing the tray she made her way beyond the stairs to the green baize door and into the kitchen, hoping there’d be someone else about to chat to. She walked in to find the same cosmetics-wearing woman from the funeral.


‘Oh!’ she said in surprise.


The woman turned around from where she was throwing ingredients into a pot of vegetable soup. ‘So he found you then, love?’


‘Yes. I mean . . .’ Ida was thrown to find her here. Nothing of what the woman had said at the graveyard had suggested she was a servant at Summersby. She’d spoken like an outside observer.


The woman seemed to appreciate Ida’s confusion. ‘I’m Mrs Jack,’ she told her, winking. Ida saw with dismay that her face was still heavy with rouge, which had run a little from bending over the stove. ‘I cook here from time to time, in emergencies like, and only then if I can be bothered with it, which between you and me, is less and less. Mrs Jack’s well jack of it,’ she laughed.


Ida didn’t know what to say.


Mrs Jack pulled her apron off and tossed it onto a chair. She was still wearing her funeral clothes. ‘Anyway, that’s me done and dusted. Keep an eye on the soup, will you, love. Keep it low and covered, then take it off after an hour. That’ll do you all for your supper. If you don’t see me again, good luck to you.’


She plucked her folded red parasol from an umbrella stand near the dresser and made for the door to the garden.


‘But where are you going?’ Ida called after her.


‘Home, love. You didn’t think I actually lived here, did you? Not likely!’


She was gone.


Perplexed by this, Ida sat on a kitchen stool and wondered what to do next. It occurred to her that although there’d been a funeral, there’d not been a wake. While this seemed rather miserly, perhaps it was best. Who would have done the cooking for it, she wondered? Clearly not Mrs Jack. The grand house seemed to have a skeleton staff. The thought of the word ‘skeleton’ vaguely spooked Ida once more and she was reminded of the perfume vial inside her apron pocket. She took it out and looked at it again. It was really quite lovely, but she didn’t dare risk keeping it and being branded a thief on her first day on the job.


Ida needed her maid’s wages dearly, or rather, her sister Evie did. A pact had been made between Ida’s mother and her maiden aunts that would see Evangeline given respectable schooling. Ida’s sister was considered to be bright, far brighter than Ida, and the whole family accepted it and hoped one day to benefit. Ida’s own schooling had ended three years ago, at age thirteen, but not so Evie’s, who was thirteen now. Ida’s maid’s wage would now help ensure Evie did the Garfield family proud. It was why Ida’s mother had been so happy when Miss Gregory had offered employment. It was why Evie herself had not shed a tear at losing Ida.


Something stuck in Ida’s inquisitive mind. The late Miss Gregory had specifically asked about Ida’s brightness, and when told that Ida was not much known for being bright but was inquisitive at least, she had not been put off. Ida was sure she had not imagined this. Miss Gregory had been open to there being something good about her.


Ida tucked the pretty glass vial inside her apron again, planning to do whatever was appropriate with it later. She had just given up on sitting alone and was pushing through the green baize door once more when she felt the hair on her forearms prickle. It was an unpleasant sensation and she rubbed at her skin, which then became goose pimpled under her fingers. Shivers ran up her back as if a cold, dead hand was clamped to her, shoving her into the entrance hall. Ida stood startled for a moment and compulsively looked behind her. No one was there.


She heard a tapping sound from somewhere very close; a sound both unexpected and yet familiar. It took a moment to place it. ‘Dog’s nails,’ Ida said when she recognised it. She listened again, it was unmistakable. It was the sound of a dog’s claws trotting up the stairs overhead.


Delighted that Summersby housed pets, Ida ran to the great staircase to see what sort of animal it was. Looking up, she could see no sign. ‘Here, girl!’ she called out, hopefully; all dogs being girls on account of Daisy, the beloved Garfield farm dog.


Ida ran up the stairs to the first landing, and when that revealed no sign of the animal, she went all the way to the next floor, peering up and down the hallway. She listened again. The tapping was still there somewhere, only further away now, and then it was gone entirely.


Ida was perplexed. There was no sign of a blessed dog anywhere.


•  •  •


‘Mr Hargreaves Cooper from Kyneton is here,’ Ida announced to the drawing room in a voice little suited to the task. Two days had passed since the funeral. The men within reacted as one to her squeak and Ida thought it best to fetch brandy, but in doing so she forgot about the guest, leaving him abandoned in the hall. Hargreaves Cooper made his own way inside, approaching Samuel Hackett.


‘Hargreaves.’ Blond, handsome Samuel shook the greying solicitor’s broad hand. ‘You must be very parched,’ he said, ‘you’ve ridden a long distance.’


‘It’s a sad business. My condolences, Hackett,’ Cooper replied.


Watching them both, and watching Ida, too, the valet Barker scraped the hair from his eyes. Perhaps it was the light, but Barker was looking happier today, it seemed to Ida. She supposed that his demons – if that’s what he had – were not troubling him quite as much. He was looking somehow fuller in his tight, black garb; more physically imposing with his black eyes glinting at her from beneath his net of hair. Still, he was nothing in comparison to Samuel Hackett, by far the most handsome man Ida had met, or would ever likely meet, she thought. The sight of him alone still sent Ida slightly giddy. The few occasions in the last two days when he had spoken to her – there’d been three so far – would be cherished always, Ida told herself. Already she had found herself dreaming of him at night.


Ida had on a different uniform than when she’d been hired, and now wore an official housemaid’s black crepe frock and bustle. She’d received a promotion after only one day, and although she feared that Summersby – or Mr Hackett at least – might have wished for a better class of domestic than herself, she was not going to question good fortune. As her mother had so often told her, girls of small intelligence were lucky to know what day it was, let alone the month and the year. Ida knew she had been given the one opportunity she was ever likely to get in her life and she’d not be found poking holes in it.


She delivered Samuel and the visiting solicitor a brandy bottle on a tray, having remembered to include glasses. Cooper had already seated himself in an armchair, and Samuel began to pour them both a glass once he realised that Ida lacked the wit to do it for him.


‘All death is a sad business,’ Samuel said to Cooper, ‘but I think in this instance we both know I was forewarned.’


The solicitor cradled his glass and raised an eyebrow.


‘Well, don’t we?’ Samuel asked.


Ida looked around for Barker only to realise he had already gone. She made her way to the room’s great double doors and pulled them almost shut behind her as she left the room. But some perversity made her remain on the other side. She knew it was wrong, yet she did it anyway. The people of Summersby fascinated her, all the more because none of them much took the time to talk to her. Robbed of the pleasure of speaking, Ida felt she had no choice but to take new comfort from listening. She looked behind her into the grand entrance hall for any sign of the valet but could see nothing of him. She pressed her eye to the crack between the doors.


‘Miss Gregory was the embodiment of good health when you declared your engagement, Samuel,’ Cooper was saying from inside the room.


‘I have a doctor’s report to attest to it,’ said Samuel.


‘Foal is a fine Castlemaine physician.’


‘Who sadly writes worthless reports,’ Samuel said. ‘My fiancée, as I’m sure you now see, was anything but well and I am all the more a dupe for ever believing otherwise. Very gratifying to see Foal change his tune for the Coroner’s benefit, at least.’


Ida had left the doors not quite closed, and through the crack she could actually tell that Samuel was pleased to see the solicitor show discomfort at this remark, although as to what it all quite meant she had no idea. The implication seemed to be that Miss Gregory had in some way been unwell, but not in a way that the doctor had been able to diagnose.


‘Her ailments, if that’s what she had, were not physical,’ Cooper reminded him.


Samuel said nothing.


‘Blame cannot be cast upon Foal. Physically Miss Gregory was very sound.’


‘I am not blaming Foal,’ said Samuel, ‘I am blaming myself.’


‘Why, for heaven’s sake?’


‘For loving her.’


Ida’s heart broke. ‘Poor man,’ she whispered to herself.


Cooper looked further embarrassed, perhaps he was wary of tears, Ida wondered. ‘For a man to love his intended is not shameful,’ said Cooper.


Samuel signalled an end to this path of discourse. ‘You are here about my late fiancée’s will, an unpleasant formality, but one for which I appreciate you making the journey, Hargreaves.’


Cooper placed his brandy down. Ida realised too late she’d not given any coasters.


‘I’m sure matters could have waited another week or so,’ said Samuel, ‘until I felt fit to attend you at your office at least, but as I say, I appreciate your professionalism. When my fiancée and I signed our wills with you last year, your professionalism then put us both very much at ease.’


Ida vaguely wondered why a Kyneton solicitor might have been preferred over a local man.


‘There is a later will,’ the solicitor said.


Samuel looked up from his brandy. ‘There are the wills Matilda and I signed in your presence.’


‘There are. And there is a further will Miss Gregory asked my late colleague Herbert Walsh to draw up for her to sign some days later.’


Without quite knowing why, yet knowing that she was privy to something interesting, Ida bit her tongue. Through the crack in the door, the look she saw upon Samuel’s face was one of absolute astonishment. ‘My fiancée had you prepare another will? Further to the one she just signed upon our engagement?’


‘Not me, Walsh,’ said Cooper. ‘She made an appointment to see him of her own accord, I gather, and she instructed Walsh to draw up another will – a will that post-dates the other.’


Samuel became disbelieving. ‘But why didn’t she tell me of this?’


Cooper could provide no answer.


‘Why didn’t you tell me?’


‘I didn’t know of it.’


‘But you and Walsh shared offices?’


The solicitor seemed to be sweating. Ida felt under her own arms and realised she was perspiring a little, too. ‘Shared rooms and furniture, yes,’ Cooper told Samuel, ‘but not confidences. I had no idea of it, Hackett. I only learned of the will’s existence when Walsh died in June. His files came to me.’


Samuel’s temper rose. ‘Still you didn’t tell me?’


Cooper seemed to be resisting the urge to hook a finger under his tight, high collar. ‘You praise my professionalism, so I’m sure you see I was in something of a bind,’ he said. ‘Miss Gregory was very much alive when I discovered it. It was not my right to inform you she had made another will with my departed colleague. It was her right to inform you and hers alone. If, as it seems, she chose not to do so . . .’ The solicitor trailed off.


‘Please show it to me,’ said Samuel.


Cooper withdrew a stamped, sealed document from a case at his feet as Ida strained to see it properly through the crack. She couldn’t quite. ‘It is one of two copies,’ Cooper said, ‘the other remains in my chambers. I have read neither document, of course, and have no idea of the contents.’


Samuel took the document, examining it closely for a moment, before lifting the wax seal and opening it. He took his time in reading what was there. Once finished he refolded the document but did not return it to the solicitor.


‘As I said, the sealed copy remains in my chambers,’ said Cooper when it seemed likely to him that Samuel would not speak first. ‘I shall open it upon my return and commence the executor’s duties formerly assigned to Walsh.’


Samuel still said nothing, but now gave all the appearance of wrestling with some internal force. ‘Barker!’ He suddenly stood up, making Cooper jump. ‘Barker, I want you!’


Ida lost her footing and tumbled into the room, barrelling into Samuel’s armchair.


‘Ida?’ he said, surprised.


She blushed to the roots of her hair. ‘I . . . I’m so sorry, Mr Hackett . . . I must have tripped in the hall.’


He placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder. ‘No harm done. I am afraid that Mr Cooper has been the bearer of unexpected news, that is all, nothing of concern.’


But the look on his face told Ida that he was very concerned.


‘Where is Barker?’


Ida was still blushing. ‘I don’t know.’


Samuel looked annoyed but was making an effort not to speak harshly in front of her.


‘What is it, Mr Hackett?’ Ida asked, pulling self-consciously at her ill-fitting apron. It had belonged to a girl who had recently given notice.


‘It is quite all right, like I said, you mustn’t be concerned.’ He guided her towards the hall. ‘And try to remember to close the doors behind you when you leave a room. Has Barker given you any instruction?’


‘I’d be lucky if he gave me the time of day,’ Ida exclaimed before she thought, then saw the error in it and wanted to kick herself.


She assaulted the drawing room doors on her way out, making a clamour of the task until she had them properly shut.


Ida waited on the other side again, knowing herself to be mad for the risk she was taking, yet compelled to hear more all the same. By pressing her ear to the closed doors she could still make out the conversation.


Cooper said, ‘Again, let me express my sadness and condolences, Hackett.’


It was some seconds before Samuel answered. ‘Matilda’s money . . .’ His voice sounded weary and strained. ‘I am not the beneficiary of her estate. This second will nullifies me as her heir.’


The solicitor was evidently shocked. ‘Has she named another?’


‘Yes.’ Samuel paused for another moment, as if he was giving what would come next due weight. ‘She names Matilda Gregory.’


There was a further pause, until Cooper said. ‘But your fiancée had no other legal family.’


‘She still has no other legal family,’ Samuel said. ‘She is still the last of her line.’


‘Hackett, this is not making sense,’ Cooper protested. ‘Your late betrothed has willed her estate to herself?’


Ida heard Samuel pass the document to him. ‘It seems my late fiancée was not, as she had me believe, Matilda Gregory at all. According to this will, she was Margaret Gregory, her twin sister, and she makes the deception clear.’


Ida’s eyes bulged in her head.


‘It’s not possible,’ said Cooper.


Samuel went on. ‘It would seem that she wished for the world – and for me in particular – to believe that she was Matilda, and in this she was successful while she breathed. But she says in this will that she was not Matilda at all, she was Margaret . . . and I’m sure you now appreciate the somewhat alarming implications here, Hargreaves.’


In the pause that followed Ida wondered if the solicitor had now gone rather pale.


‘Allow me a moment to read the document, Hackett.’


Ida waited, ready to spring away in an instant at the slightest sound of anyone approaching the doors from within.


But neither man rose from his chair and Cooper began to read aloud from the will: ‘. . . in the months before my father died I discovered a provision in his will stating that I, Margaret Gregory, was not to inherit any portion of his fortune. This fortune would instead be bequeathed to my twin sister, Matilda. Furthermore, as willed by my father, I was to leave Summersby upon his death and move to Constantine Hall, there to receive a small income from a trust, unless I chose to leave, in which event I would be left completely penniless and destitute. In short, Summersby was never to be mine nor the wealth and position that came with it.’


Ida tried to get her head around what she was discovering. She thought she grasped it, but the notion of wills and counter wills was all very new.


‘I believed this provision in my father’s will to be unnecessarily cruel,’ Cooper continued to read aloud, ‘it was ample evidence of his lack of love for me and his relentless obsession with controlling my heart and happiness. Moreover, the prospect of leaving beloved Summersby was intolerable, and so, in the days of his last illness, I committed a deception I had committed many times before: I exchanged places with my sister, who is identical to me in appearance. She is also, regretfully, an impressionable and vulnerable person, extremely naïve in her being, and she agreed to the trick, just as she had so often done before in our childish games, but this time she did not know the real reason for it. At my insistence, the deception was maintained up to and beyond my father’s death, and Matilda, very wrongfully, was subsequently removed from our home under the false belief of others that she was I.’


There was another pause and Ida tensed to flee again, ears strained to hear the slightest creak of a footfall on the floor. But the solicitor returned to reading the will.


‘I have carried this dark secret into my engagement but I cannot carry it to my grave. Although I love my fiancé dearly, I pray that he some day comes to understand my reasons for willing Summersby, along with all my wealth and property, not to him, as it should be, and would be if we wed, but to Matilda, from whom it was so shamefully gained . . .’


There was a further pause, and then Samuel said, ‘The real Matilda Gregory is very much alive.’


‘But this beggars’ belief,’ Cooper told him, ‘it’s an appalling deception, and that it has somehow been allowed to continue undiscovered for this long – it’s almost inconceivable. Where and what is this Constantine Hall?’


‘That’s the best part, Hargreaves,’ Samuel said, ‘the part you’ll enjoy the most—’


‘Hackett, I am finding this bewildering enough,’ Cooper interjected. ‘Is it one of the great houses along the Bellarine?’


‘There’s very little great about it,’ said Samuel, ‘Constantine Hall is a genteel institution for the well-to-do insane.’


Ida gasped, appalled.


Inside the room Samuel delivered a coup de grâce. ‘The real Matilda Gregory is confined to a mad house.’


Her eyes wide, Ida’s real fear of discovery at last outweighed her need for scandal. She tore herself away only to run little more than a yard into the entrance hall before she saw Barker at the end of it with his arms crossed, glaring at her. The shock of this proved short lasting.


‘You can scold me or even sack me, but if you’ve got any sense at all you’ll not do neither, Mr Barker, and you’ll ask me what I heard instead,’ Ida declared.


The valet regarded her through flinty eyes.


‘Well?’ she wondered.


Barker took a single step towards her. ‘I’ve worked with some muck-common types in my time,’ he told her, ‘but a scrap like you would make a flophouse look respectable.’


Ida bit her lip at that but chose to brazen it out. ‘The sack then, is it? Your loss, Mr Barker, and a crying shame, too. You wouldn’t believe what I just heard.’ She made to walk past him, head high and aloof, but failed to note the boot he stuck out in front of her. Ida tripped and fell sprawling to the floor. Stunned, she flipped inelegantly on to her backside, fearing he’d now give her a kicking, but when he didn’t she just blinked at him from the floor in dismay.


‘No one’s giving you the sack,’ said Barker, eyes glinting beneath his hair, ‘unless . . .’


‘Unless what?’ Ida shot back.


‘Unless what you tell me proves to be as miserable as you look right now.’


She told him.


While Ida waited for Barker’s response to the news she saw the ghost of a smile appear and disappear on his lips in the space of a heartbeat; long enough for her to tell that the news had actually pleased him. Ida guessed she’d not be getting her marching orders yet. She took a chance on climbing to her feet again and was further relieved when he didn’t do anything else to humiliate her. ‘What do you think of it, then, Mr Barker?’


‘I think many things,’ said Barker, enigmatically.


Ida found this not very illuminating. ‘But Miss Matilda wasn’t even Miss Matilda,’ she ventured, amazed. ‘The real one’s locked up in a nut house!’


Barker just crinkled his lips, still as a statue, saying nothing.


‘Don’t you even find this a shock?’ she harped.


‘Nothing shocks me when it comes to those twins,’ he said, flatly.


Ida couldn’t fathom his non-response. ‘But to have changed places – to have had everyone fooled!’


He shrugged his bony shoulders. ‘They spent their girlhoods doing it, so I’ve heard. Things got to the point where no one could have told you who was who anyway, even if they cared, which I hear no one much did. They were a pair of minxes both and best handled with thick gloves. Should be no surprise it came to this. Just desserts by the sounds of it.’


Ida looked even more startled. ‘Well, I never . . .’


The valet suddenly lurched from inactivity like stalled clockwork thumped free. She gaped after him as he loped down the hall towards the baize door to the kitchen. ‘Well, Mr Barker?’ she called after him.


He stopped at the door, craning his long neck to look back at her. ‘Put your head to getting the bedrooms made nice.’


‘Why? Will the real Miss Matilda be coming to stay?’


‘It’s no business of a muck-common scrap like you if she is. Get on with it.’


•  •  •


The one bad thing about being at Summersby, Ida had decided, was the company she had to keep, or rather, the lack of it. The work itself was drudgery, but that was no better or worse than what she would have suffered if she’d been kept on at home, yet the company was decidedly poor, and it was this that threatened to get her spirits down. Aside from handsome Mr Hackett there was no one else to help make the days go faster.


Ida had almost made a friend of Ruby, the kitchenmaid, when she’d first arrived, but that was over before it was barely begun when Ida came downstairs in the morning to be informed by Barker that Ruby had given notice and was just then being driven off to town in the trap. Ida had rushed outside to see Ruby in a Sunday bonnet, perched high in the seat, vanishing in swirls of dust. Not even a goodbye.


In Ruby’s wake Ida had looked around to see who else might be a source of fun but had found the pickings grim. Summersby’s official cook had already departed before Ida had even been hired and the household was making do with Mrs Jack, who displayed little interest in the grand estate and even less in the staff. Worse, Ida feared Mrs Jack was of an indeterminate foreign persuasion, and Ida’s mother had warned her about the unwashed ways of Continentals. On most days Mrs Jack didn’t bother showing up, which was when the rest of them had to forage for something to eat from the kitchen stores, and from this somehow scratch up a meal for Mr Hackett. When Ida referred to ‘the rest of them’, she meant herself and Barker. The one or two outside staff that tended Summersby’s grounds had nothing whatsoever to do with those who worked indoors, looking after themselves in their own little cottage. Ida had no hope of friendships beyond Summersby’s walls. She lamented this the most when alone in her cot at night.


‘How long are you and me supposed to manage all by ourselves then?’ Ida complained to him one morning over the porridge.


‘None of your business,’ said the valet.


‘It is my business when I spend all day doing the work of hundreds.’


Barker seemed to be eyeing the bumps of her breasts beneath the dull crepe uniform. Ida shifted awkwardly in her seat, self-conscious of her womanhood. ‘If you’re handing in your notice you’ll want to make a head start on it,’ he shot. ‘It’s a long walk to town.’


‘You sent Ruby home in the trap!’ Ida protested.


Barker’s mouthful of porridge went down the wrong way and he coughed and spluttered it across the tabletop. ‘You can use Shank’s pony,’ he told her when he’d recovered himself. He took another mouthful.


Ida sulked at this insult, but declined to quit. ‘Won’t we ever be getting some more new staff then?’


‘That’s nothing to do with me,’ said Barker.


Ida wiped his porridge mess up with a rag. ‘You’re the valet,’ she said, ‘don’t you have a say?’


Barker’s lack of comment on that gave Ida the further impression he was very happy for arrangements to stay as they were, though she couldn’t conceive why.


‘But a house this size – I can’t keep up with it, Mr Barker.’


The porridge tried to stick in his throat again until he forced it south. ‘You’re keeping up well enough,’ Barker said.


This took Ida by surprise. Had she been complimented on her work? She decided she had been and shot a smile at him.


He groped for his mug of tea. ‘His Lordship’s going away soon,’ Barker announced, ‘and me with him. Things will be sorted, one way or another, upon return.’


Ida took some heart from this. ‘Oh, it’ll be nice to have someone else to talk to!’


‘You’ll not be talking to anyone,’ Barker told her, slurping at his tea.


The heart fled as quickly as it had come. She felt depressed. Contemplating yet more days and weeks of unrelieved loneliness, save the occasional snatches of chat with Samuel, it was almost as much as Ida could get her head around without crying. She thought of her sister Evie so happy and loved in the little Castlemaine school, the apple of the teacher’s eye, praised to the skies by her mother and all her maiden aunts, and herself sent packing to a life of domestic drudgery without so much as a word of gratitude from any of them. Ida felt abandoned.


‘I heard the dog again,’ she whispered. ‘It was wandering around when I was trying to clean.’


Barker looked up sharply from his cup.


‘I heard the clip of its nails on the floorboards.’


Barker slammed his cup on the table ‘What bloody dog?’


‘The dog that lives here,’ said Ida. ‘She wouldn’t let me pat her, she wouldn’t let me find her even. I wish she would, she’d be a bit of company.’ She felt a sob catch at her throat. ‘At home we have a dog called Daisy.’


Barker stared at her through night-black eyes a moment. ‘Summersby doesn’t have any dog.’


Ida took a sip of her own tea. ‘Yes it does. I heard her.’ The tea had grown cool.


‘It has a dead dog,’ said Barker.


Ida blanched. ‘Don’t you try to hurt her!’ she said, clutching her cup. ‘Poor thing’s not doing any harm. She doesn’t even do her mess inside!’


Barker was chilly. ‘It’s already dead, you little idiot. Carked it the same day as the mistress did.’


Ida blinked at him. ‘They died together?’


Barker just sniffed.


‘But, but I’ve been hearing it, Mr Barker.’


He mocked her. ‘What you’ve been hearing is the sound of your own bloody cretinism.’


Ida fell back as if struck.


‘And what sort of dog kennel will I find those bedrooms looking like when I kick open the doors in two minutes?’ he wondered.


Ida squirmed and knocked back her last mouthful of cold tea. ‘Which bedrooms?’


‘Don’t know yet,’ said Barker, toying with her. ‘I’ll decide that on the run.’


‘They all look spick and span, I swear they do!’ Ida protested, mentally counting off those rooms she’d cleaned and those she’d merely ‘tidied’.


‘I’ll be the judge of that,’ said Barker, ‘and I judge hard.’


Ida was off from the table before he’d shifted a muscle.


•  •  •


Once it became apparent that Barker’s threatened inspection would likely not be happening anytime soon, Ida ceased her panic somewhat and set her mind towards putting what she termed ‘finishing touches’ to the bedrooms she’d been assigned. Of the six or seven rooms that had fallen to her care the one she liked best was the one she called the ‘Chinese Room’, on account of its Chinoiserie screen of pagodas and dragons. Ida very much saw it as a lady’s bedroom, even though it wasn’t typically feminine. She put all her efforts into making it as attractive and comfortable as she imagined a fine lady would require it. It was Ida’s belief that a lady would be gracing the room before long. The extraordinary confession from beyond the grave had seared itself into her mind. A poor, hapless woman, the real Miss Matilda Gregory, had been shut up in a madhouse by her own twin’s lie. Ida was very shocked to think that the now-dead sister, the one who had come to Ida’s mother’s farm so elegantly dressed and seeming so nice, had in fact caused such a thing to happen. And yet how had it happened? To Ida it raised far more questions than it answered, and her mind went back to something she had felt so sure about on her very first day at Summersby: the late Miss Gregory had hired her because she asked questions. The late Miss Gregory had been pretending to be her own sister so as not to be shut away, committing a deception that was certainly despicable, yet all the same, she was still the one who had hired Ida. So, questions she would ask.


Surely the wronged Miss Matilda would be given her liberty soon?


To this end Ida had already placed inside the room a number of items she had found in other locations that she felt would give pleasure to a woman of exacting tastes: a ruby vase, slightly chipped at the base; a German shepherdess figurine; and a small, flat and rather fetching ivory inlaid box, quite empty, yet decorated in a Moorish style, on which someone had inked inside the lid, ‘Remember Box’. That Ida had never actually had exposure to a person of exacting tastes accounted for these eclectic choices – choices driven by impressions gained from ladies she’d read about in novels.


Ida placed the blue perfume vial among some other ornamental bits and pieces on the dressing table. Having kept it hidden in her apron pocket for far too many days, it was with some relief that Ida decided that the Chinese Room was the only possible place for such a lovely piece of glass.


As she arranged it on the tabletop, regarding it before she shifted it another inch or so to the right, she was seized again by the impulse to open it. Ida picked up the vial and held the glass to the window light. She shook it a little and the liquid sloshed about inside. Before Ida knew it she had gripped the stopper with her apron and was struggling to pry the thing loose. It came free with a little pop. Ida brought the vial to her nose and gave a sniff.


It was rosemary oil.


Slightly mystified by this, as if she’d been expecting something different, even though she couldn’t have said what that might have been, Ida dabbed a little on her wrist and sniffed it again. It was unmistakably rosemary.


She turned with a start to see Barker at the door. He saw the vial in her hand but made no comment on it. ‘The room is as clean as a shiny new pin, Mr Barker, I swear it!’ she exclaimed. She quickly put the stopper in again and placed the thing back on the dressing table.


But Barker had apparently forgotten any threat he’d made of inspections. ‘You’re coming with us,’ he told her, ‘His Lordship and me, first thing in the morning, to Melbourne.’


Ida’s jaw dropped in amazement. ‘I . . . I’ve never even been as far as Bendigo.’


He laughed. ‘Then don’t make a tit of yourself. City types sniff out a hayseed like you by the dung in their hair.’ He inhaled through his long, sharp noise, smirking, as if to show her how it would be.


Rightly offended, she self-consciously smelled the air around her. The scent of rosemary remained. ‘Are we going to find the real Miss Matilda, then?’


He was paused to leave the room again, but held back for another moment. ‘We’re doing more than that. We’re bringing her home.’


Ida was thrilled. ‘Poor lady. She’ll be so happy.’


Barker just shrugged.


‘And Mr Hackett’s so kind.’ An unfortunate oversight occurred to her. ‘I haven’t told him how sorry I am to have heard what happened!’ she cried.


‘What you heard by spying at doors?’


Ida felt awkward. ‘It wasn’t like that.’


‘A sackable act was what it was like,’ said Barker, enjoying this. ‘You should be thanking me for not telling him myself.’


Ida thought is wise to change the subject. ‘What does he think will happen when she comes here?’


Barker looked suspiciously at her. ‘What do you mean “happen”?’


‘Well . . .’ Ida didn’t know quite what she meant. She looked around her. ‘Will she like this room?’


Barker seemed to take in her decorating efforts for the first time. He frowned. ‘It’s not to my taste.’


‘It’s meant for a lady!’


He dismissed this. ‘You can bung her in a barrel for all it means to me.’


Ida was finding these conversations very trying. ‘Mr Barker, you do see that this new Miss Matilda is our mistress now, don’t you? Shouldn’t you speak with respect?’


She watched as he apparently contemplated the idea. Then he smirked again and let the net of black hair fall across his eyes, hiding them from view.


•  •  •


It was incredible to Ida that a single house could have so many rooms – and so many hallways and windows and long flights of stairs into the bargain – all of which a person was somehow expected to keep clean. Ida closed one door on a sparkling room only to open another on a room that was filthy. Or at least it felt that way, struggling with her mop and pail, her broom and pan, her duster, her rags and her vinegar. Ida tried to tell herself it would all be worthwhile, if not for herself, sacrificing her best years so selflessly, but for her sister Evie, to whom Ida would be able to turn, broken and prematurely aged by her hard labours, to duly fall upon as a favour returned.


Ida daydreamed at length about this imagined future indolence. She constructed images of herself, reclining on cushions, happily fat and immobile, calling for honey-spread bread, sliced thick as her arm, served on good willow pattern china by her ever-grateful sister, who would succumb to hot tears of gratitude at the life Ida had so lovingly provided for her. As to what this life for Evie might actually be, Ida was vague. She found it hard to conceive of what the opportunities might be for girls who got schooling. She knew of no other girl who had been schooled beyond thirteen. She’d read in a novel once of a girl who’d worked in a big house as a governess. The job seemed to have brought the girl very few moments of happiness, but at least it was a job and better than beating rugs.


Another room cleaned to her diminishing standards, Ida hefted her things into the hallway and pulled the door closed behind her. About to congratulate herself on having completed the entire third floor’s worth of rooms in record time, Ida was on the point of returning to the stairs when she realised there was a door she had overlooked. Different than all the others, it was disguised to match the walls, being papered halfway up, with the bottom half covered by a dado. But it was still a door – it had a handle and hinges – and Ida worried that she had hitherto missed it.


‘Gawd knows the state of things in there . . .’ she said to herself, anticipating Barker’s words should he learn of her mistake. She turned the handle. It was locked. Ida twisted it harder, pushing her weight against the door. It wouldn’t shift.


Apprehensive, she looked up and down the hallway, feeling as if the dark valet was somewhere, watching her from a shadow. ‘But how can I clean a room I can’t even get into, Mr Barker?’ she whined, rehearsing the moment he would spring out and catch her.


She peered at the ceiling above and then back towards the stairs again and tried to work out from the map of the house she carried in her head what the room beyond the door might be. ‘Is it the door to the tower?’ she wondered to herself.


Ida gave up. The door was locked fast; the one door in the whole of Summersby to be so. She pressed an ear to it. From somewhere beyond she almost thought she heard the tap of dog’s claws upon boards. She sprang back before her mind played any more tricks upon her.


‘Not falling for that again,’ she said aloud.


•  •  •


Barker stretched out his black-clad limbs as he settled inside the carriage, the last one to enter, forcing Samuel to make more space for him.


‘Do take care,’ said Samuel, wincing.


Already squeezed into a corner of her own, Ida watched both men, eager to make the most of the opportunity that being confined with them gave. She was primed for conversation, but thought it best to wait for overtures from Samuel first. She attempted to gauge his mood.


Dressed splendidly for the metropolis, Samuel shifted in his seat as the carriage lurched into motion, pulling away from the great house. A fat, buzzing blowfly was trapped inside the space with them. Samuel looked fixedly outside, watching the stately kurrajongs pass the window. The fly crawled across the windowpane.


‘So, then. What’s the plan now?’ Barker asked, breaking the ice.


Ida was startled. Was he addressing the question to her?


Samuel answered without looking at the other man. ‘You are well aware of what is ahead.’


‘I don’t mean that,’ said Barker. ‘We’re going to Melbourne, ain’t we? Be a shame to miss the pleasures of Gomorrah.’


Samuel shot him a glare. ‘We are not visiting bordellos.’


Ida felt herself growing hot.


Samuel remembered her then and was mortified. ‘I am so sorry, Ida.’ He turned to the window again, before looking back at her for a second glance. ‘How attractive you look. You have chosen your clothes with care today.’


She beamed. ‘Thank you, Mr Hackett.’


‘Who says we’re not?’ Barker shot back, not having dropped his topic.


Samuel frowned. ‘Need I remind you that I am a man of position?’ he asked, incredulous. The fly took off again, buzzing at his face.


‘A secretary?’ Barker chortled. ‘What position’s that in the footer field?’


Samuel smiled apologetically at Ida.


Barker frowned in the direction of Samuel’s trousers. ‘What’s the trouble? Doesn’t your tackle work no more? Sounds like the old mistress had a lucky escape, then.’ He laughed at his own coarse humour.


Ida couldn’t believe her ears at what he was saying.


Samuel seemed to be using every ounce of his will not to speak his mind. Ida wished the carriage seat would open up and swallow Barker whole for speaking so insolently. Then she and Samuel might be left alone to conduct a civilised conversation. So badly she wanted to ask him about his broken heart and his fiancée’s dreadful lies.


‘Don’t worry, I’m sure it all works like clockwork,’ said Barker. The fly alighted on the seat gap between him and Ida and he crushed it under the heel of his hand.


Silence fell between all three of them as the carriage left the Summersby grounds through the great wrought-iron gates, joining the gravelled road that led to Castlemaine. Barker seemed to be eyeing the travelling jacket Samuel wore. He reached over and plucked a cigar from the inside pocket.


‘Got a light?’ Barker asked him.


Samuel visibly bit back his anger, fumbling in his pocket for a box of Cricket matches. Barker lit the cigar himself, retaining the box. ‘Fair enough,’ he said. ‘No cat-houses then. Not if you’re squeamish about catching a dose.’


Samuel was icy. ‘Might I remind you, Barker, you promised to aid me in this journey?’


‘That I did,’ said Barker, puffing on the cigar. It had failed to catch and he fumbled for the matches again. ‘Found a prime grade idiot for you in Ida.’


Ida felt the words like a blow to the face. If he’d said them back in the house, when it was just the two of them, then she wouldn’t have cared, but to be called a fool in front of Mr Hackett was crushing. ‘You did not find me, Mr Barker,’ she said with dignity, ‘the late Miss Gregory did. And I think you’re being horribly rude to Mr Hackett.’


Barker leant forward, relighting the cigar. ‘She reckons she hears the dog when she cleans.’ He tapped the side of his head with a long finger. ‘Prime grade idiot.’


Samuel cast another look at her; it didn’t hold pity, there was only kindness in it. ‘I apologise again for my man, Ida,’ he said. ‘You are already my friend, a friend I value, and you deserve no such rudeness.’ He cleared his throat, evaluating the valet. ‘Barker is my friend, too, and he is very loyal to me, as I am to him, but at times I wonder if perhaps we are each too loyal.’


Barker was chuckling now, waiting for what might come next.


‘. . . Some have remarked that our closeness bonds us like brothers. And like brothers we sometimes squabble and disagree more than we should. Barker can be a moody fellow, as you can see.’


Ida looked condemningly at Barker. The valet puffed on his cigar.


Ida took the opportunity to take the lead. ‘Mr Barker told me he became your man when you first arrived from England, Mr Hackett?’


‘That is true,’ said Samuel. ‘I was very grateful to find him. Perhaps we both were?’ He gave Barker a measured look.


‘Been here very long, then?’ Ida wondered.


‘I’ve been in the colony just a little under four years. I was not long turned sixteen when I disembarked – your age, Ida. Seems a lifetime ago now. Did you know Barker and I share the same birth year?’


The valet kept the cigar clamped in his teeth, eyes out the window now, bored by Samuel’s story.


‘Do you miss your old home?’ Ida asked next.


Samuel considered this, and if he arrived at an answer, Ida got the distinct impression that it wasn’t one he was prepared to share. ‘Australia is a very lucky place,’ he told her. ‘Opportunities exist here that one might never encounter at home.’


‘What opportunities?’


‘Well, ah . . .’ He blinked at her for a moment, before covering this reaction with his luminescent smile. Again Ida wished that she might never leave the warmth of it, so lovely was it to see. He patted her, his gloved hand resting upon hers, the second time in her life he had touched her; the sensation of it was intoxicating. ‘There are opportunities to converse with bright young ladies like yourself, for example,’ he told her.


Ida felt like swooning that he should consider her ‘bright’.


‘At home in England such things never occur,’ he said. ‘People are that much freer here, one’s class means nothing. Everyone is able to make of themselves whatever they wish.’


‘But aren’t you a gentleman?’ she wondered.


‘Well, yes,’ said Samuel. ‘I suppose that is what I am.’


‘Doesn’t a gentleman find opportunity wherever he might live?’ Ida suggested to him. ‘He doesn’t have to come all the way to the colonies for it.’


Samuel’s smile lessened a degree and he took away his hand. ‘What happened to Billy’s body?’ he asked, turning back to the valet.


‘Tossed it on the rubbish heap,’ said Barker, still looking out the window. ‘Crow feed.’


The image this placed in Ida’s mind was a very unpleasant one. ‘Was that the little dog’s name?’


‘Shut it,’ Barker growled at her. But when the valet was looking out the window again, Samuel nodded to her, confirming what she’d asked.


‘My fiancée adored her little pet,’ Samuel whispered. ‘She couldn’t bear to be parted from those that she loved . . . Couldn’t bear it.’


There was a heartbreakingly unsaid aspect to the statement, Ida thought. Had Miss Gregory loved her fiancée?


The two men lapsed into silence as the carriage continued on its way to Castlemaine, from where they would board the Melbourne train. In her mind Ida returned to the Summersby dining room and there summoned up a spot on the carpet where she imagined Miss Gregory might have expired. It was still a real shock to think that both mistress and pet had died together. Someday, Ida decided, when she was sure that Mr Hackett thought only the very best of her, and she was certain that his smile was heartfelt and not something he put on just to please a person, she would ask him about the details of those two deaths. Even she could tell that it would not be appropriate to ask of it now.


Barker gave the appearance of snoozing, sprawled across the seat where he and Ida sat. ‘Think she’ll remember?’ he asked, with his eyes shut and his arms folded across his chest.


Ida started. ‘Remember what?’


A slap rang out like rifle fire and Ida saw Barker clutching his cheek. The carriage lurched on its springs as Samuel threw himself at the lanky man and gripped him by his collar. ‘Do you think I am completely your subordinate in this venture?’ he demanded.


The valet was very shocked. ‘No.’


‘No what?’


Samuel waited, hands clenched at the valet’s throat.


‘No what?’ he repeated.


‘No, Mr Hackett.’


Samuel shook him until Barker’s collar tore.


‘No, sir,’ Barker said.


Following a loaded moment while the two men held each other’s look over the sounds of the labouring horse’s hooves, Samuel let go of Barker’s ruined collar and sat down again. ‘Better,’ he said.


The valet shifted uncomfortably. ‘My mistake,’ he rasped, after another minute, ‘why would she remember anything?’


He saw shocked Ida staring at him and gave her a wide, white grin.


Ida said nothing else for the rest of the journey. It seemed very sensible. But in her inquisitive mind new questions suggested themselves.


One. Mr Hackett put up with outrageous liberties from his valet. How did he find this acceptable? What stopped him being rid of this man? Whatever the reason was, it outweighed everything else. Was he bound to Barker by it?


Two. What on earth was it she might remember?


•  •  •


It occurred to Ida that much of her working life could be spent profitably listening to others if she chose it to be – and she chose it now. It was wrong to condemn eavesdropping as maliciousness, Ida told herself in justification. How else was a person who was otherwise denied basic facts supposed to get by? Eavesdropping was the one bit of usefulness a person such as herself might have in her efforts to make good.


Ida waited outside a door, one that was firmly closed to her presence; a large and polished door of oak, very respectable, and bearing the lettering H.P. Clarkenwell Esq., Director. As lunatic asylums went, Constantine Hall was quite disappointing. Ida had anticipated a foreboding place with moaning wretches chained to walls. Instead, she had found a large, well-appointed, upper-crust house, much like Summersby. There wasn’t a wretch to be seen. She wasn’t even certain there were patients.


Inside the room a man and a woman held a tense discourse; the woman, a servant of this establishment, Ida had glimpsed just briefly before she entered the room as Ida nodded at her respectfully. The woman was a little older, twenty-five perhaps, and a little stout, though not displeasingly. Her name was Aggie Marshall and Ida had already determined that she was employed at Constantine Hall as a lady’s maid. The man with her was Mr Clarkenwell, evidently her employer – or was he? This was slightly unclear. Ida had glimpsed him as the lady’s maid went inside: he was short, fat, bug-eyed, and as is so often the case with men of his stature, pompous. Ida stood as near to the door as she dared should anyone walk past and catch her. Having already spoken to Mr Clarkenwell at length, Samuel Hackett was now waiting outside in the garden with Barker, having given Ida orders that she was to emerge with Miss Matilda, her new charge, when the lady was ready. Ida hoped she would not be kept too much longer in this task.


Inside the room, Aggie Marshall the lady’s maid was clearly reacting with shock as Mr Clarkenwell reached the crux of the news that Samuel had given him. Listening, Ida considered her own response, given she’d had rather more time than the lady’s maid had to digest it. Ida had initially thought it unbelievable, until all of a sudden it wasn’t so unbelievable at all, but typical; the deception, the sheer injustice of what had been done to a hapless woman felt very believable to Ida’s sixteen-year-old ears. It was sickening confirmation to her that this was how things could be in this world if you were young and female with no one to look out for you.
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