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‘Once again, Tea Cooper expertly weaves historical facts into her narrative, crafting a beautifully elegant and utterly captivating Australian based mystery . . . [Cooper] transports the reader into the heart of history, taking them on a thrilling and dangerous adventure.’

—Better Reading on The Golden Thread

‘Rollicking . . . I love the way [Tea] brings little-known periods of Australian history and the events surrounding them to life. Her characters are so richly and realistically drawn and their humanity beautifully brought out. This novel is a page turner.’

—bestselling author Karen Brooks on The Golden Thread

‘Another overlooked woman has been rescued by Tea Cooper from between the lines of history, this one with a famous husband . . . Cooper is a bestselling novelist for good reason. Her narrative rollicks along in page-turning style, and convict-era Sydney comes to life in all its squalor and savagery and tumultuous promise.’

—Sydney Morning Herald on The Talented Mrs Greenway

‘Tea Cooper has delivered once again! . . . yet another engaging and masterfully crafted story. Not only does [it] provide a truly engaging story about the early days of colonial Sydney but she melds fact and fction to present yet another strong female character from history.’

—Great Reads and Tea Leaves on The Talented Mrs Greenway

‘The immersive latest from Cooper interweaves two historical narratives linked by butterfies and family bonds . . . Cooper melds fctional lives, scientifc history, and social issues into a compassionate story. This will please fans of historicals with smart women protagonists.’

—Publishers Weekly on The Butterfy Collector

‘Fans of Natasha Lester and Kate Morton will absolutely devour The Fossil Hunter. It is the kind of story you can easily get swept up in. Readers interested in Australian history, museums, and the fascinating world of fossils will be especially delighted with Cooper’s stunning new historical novel.’

—Better Reading

‘Cooper flls the page with strong and intriguing female characters. There is a soupçon of romance but the real focus is on these trailblazing women. Highly recommended.’

—Booklist on The Fossil Hunter

‘Elegant . . . Cooper’s confdent prose and deep empathy for her characters will keep readers hooked as she unspools her intrigue-flled mystery. Historical fans will want to dig this one up.’

—Publishers Weekly on The Fossil Hunter

‘Cooper is an accomplished storyteller, employing the dual-timeline device to foster tension and suspense about the fate of Anthea and the girls. The result is an absorbing tale with a strong mystery element and feminist bent, with special appeal for those interested in the history of dinosaur hunters.’

—Historical Novel Society (US) on The Fossil Hunter

‘Cooper again indulges her love of museums and historical relics to produce a fascinating tale.’

—The Australian on The Fossil Hunter

‘Tea Cooper’s meticulous prose and deft phrasing delight the reader.’

—Historical Novel Society (US) on The Cartographer’s Secret

‘Cooper gets to the heart of a family’s old wounds, puzzles, and obsessions, while providing a luscious historical rendering of the landscape. This layered family saga will keep readers turning the pages.’

—Publishers Weekly on The Cartographer’s Secret

‘Weaving together historical facts with fabulous fction, Tea delivers a richly imagined world. Her research is impeccable and the era vividly drawn . . . [she] excels at writing complex, strong female characters. Evie and Lettie, and their dual timelines and tales, are completely mesmerising. I devoured this novel over the weekend and haven’t stopped thinking about it since. The Cartographer’s Secret is an excellent Australian historical.’

—Better Reading

‘ . . . a mesmerising historical mystery.’

—Herald Sun on The Cartographer’s Secret

‘Refreshing and unique, The Woman in the Green Dress sweeps you across the wild lands of Australia in a thrilling whirl of mystery, romance, and danger. This magical tale weaves together two storylines with a heart-pounding fnish that is drop-dead gorgeous.’

—J’nell Ciesielski, author of The Socialite

‘Readers of Kate Morton and Beatriz Williams will be dazzled. The Woman in the Green Dress spins readers into an evocative world of mystery and romance in this deeply researched book . . . One of the most intelligent, visceral and vibrant historical reads I have had the privilege of visiting in an age.’

—Rachel McMillan, author of The London Restoration

‘ . . . boasts strong female protagonists, an infectious fascination with the past, and the narrative skill to weave multiple timelines into a satisfying whole . . . easy to devour.’

—Sydney Morning Herald on The Woman in the Green Dress

‘ . . . weaves a seductive narrative of secrets, memories, lost love and mystery . . . a freshly drawn bittersweet saga that draws nuggets of “truth” with timeless magic and might-have-beens.’

—North & South Magazine (NZ) on The Woman in the Green Dress

‘Cooper weaves historical fact and creative fction through the two periods with success. The plot . . . contains Cooper’s signature mix of colonial and indigenous social history, scientifc discovery, mystery and a hint of romance.’

—Historical Novel Society on The Woman in the Green Dress

‘Two women fght to reveal the truth about a scientifc discovery in this crackling novel . . . The author keeps readers guessing as she connects the two plot strands, each of which abounds with exciting scenes, including a chase on a windswept moor that evokes The Hound of the Baskervilles. This is one not to miss.’

—Publishers Weekly (starred review) on The Naturalist’s Daughter

‘Cooper is a welcome inclusion to the rising ranks of female-centred historical Australian novels.’

—Herald Sun on The Naturalist’s Daughter
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How does the saying go? Make new friends but keep the old.

This one is for John and Trish, with love, thanks and many, many memories.


O time, thou must untangle this, not I.

It is too hard a knot for me t'untie.

Twelfth Night by William Shakespeare, Act 2, Scene 2
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Prologue

Thursday, 7 June, 1892

Sydney, NSW

A corona of sunlight illuminated Sebastian Oswald’s golden hair, the dust motes dancing around his head like angels’ kisses. He turned, hearing Viola enter the room, then patted the wide sandstone window seat. ‘Come and sit here, oh sister mine. The view is delicious this afternoon, the sea as luminous as lapis lazuli.’

A perfect match for his eyes. ‘You’re better,’ Viola announced with a smile.

‘I am. The transfusion stopped my bleeding. It didn’t cause any of the effects I suffered when you gave me your blood, thank goodness. Sinclair’s busy at his microscope trying to work out why. He is convinced it’s because the blood came from a boy about the same age as me.’

‘Move over.’ Viola squeezed onto the windowsill and swivelled around until her legs were dangling next to his, high above the gardens of the imposing Italianate mansion on the ridge at Potts Point. Not wanting to dwell on their stepfather’s obnoxious practices, she rummaged in her pocket and pulled out a somewhat crumpled handbill.

‘Look what I found blowing down the street.’ She unrolled the sheet of paper and held it up.

Sebastian glanced at it, gave an appreciative hum and then closed his eyes against the sun. ‘Read it to me.’

Viola cleared her throat, threw back her shoulders and adopted her most theatrical tone. ‘Her Majesty’s Theatre. Saturday, 9 June, 7.30 pm. Our one and only showing of Twelfth Night by William Shakespeare. Charming disguises and mischievous tricks. Tickets available from the box office at the corner of Pitt Street and Market Street or at the door until sold.’

‘Charming disguises and mischievous tricks. How perfect.’ Sebastian’s voice held a note of pure delight. ‘Shall we go?’

He looked so well. His skin clear, the slightest touch of colour on his cheeks, and eyes the brightest she’d seen for months; none of the usual pallor that followed a bleed. Nevertheless, a nagging doubt hovered, making her second-guess the wisdom of bringing the playbill home. ‘There’s only one showing. Maybe next time the theatre company is here?’

He swung around and jumped to the floor. ‘It’s in three days’ time. I am perfectly fine. Never better.’

‘But a reaction might set in.’

‘It was immediate last time. Remember?’

How could she forget? Sebastian had fallen and all of Sinclair’s traditional treatments had failed. It seemed nothing would stop the incessant bleeding, and his knees had swollen to the size of melons. Sinclair had decided—in his infinite wisdom—to implement Dr Blundell’s technique. It was a disgusting system involving a gravitator, a horrifying piece of apparatus that used a syringe and a funnel to transmit blood from one person to another via a thick rubber tube. Sinclair had believed it would succeed where all other treatments had failed, and had demanded Viola give her own blood to Sebastian for the procedure. The entire prospect had sickened her to her stomach, but she had agreed. There was nothing she wouldn’t do to save her darling brother a mere moment of the pain he so frequently suffered.

She had stood above Sebastian while Sinclair had inserted the needle into the soft skin of her inner elbow—the antecubital fossa, he had informed them pompously. He had punctured Sebastian’s skin with a second syringe, then joined the rubber tubing linking their bodies. ‘All will be well,’ he had assured them both. ‘All will be well. We will give your blood to Sebastian and his bleeding will, within a matter of moments, cease.’

Viola and Sebastian’s eyes had locked, Sebastian’s question easy to read. She’d nodded and offered a brave smile. It might save him days of torment; the agony of incessant ice packs, leeches and bandages. She threaded her fingers through his and squeezed his hand, trying so very hard to still the hammering in her heart and the sheer terror that had brought a sheen of perspiration to her skin.

Sinclair had been wrong—very, very wrong. Within moments of her blood entering his body, Sebastian’s face turned a virulent shade of red, then purple, as his limbs began to shake and his moans reverberated through the room, deep and raw.

It was as though hemlock had entered his system. Minutes later, his body began to spasm, his face contorting with pain. He gasped for breath as he tried to speak.

‘Sinclair!’ Viola screamed.

Sinclair stood over them, blind to Sebastian’s agony, pen and notebook in hand, intent on writing what she knew would be comprehensive notes for his treatment log.

When Sebastian’s agonised cries reached a crescendo, Viola had reefed the syringe from her arm, hoping to halt the flow of her blood to her beloved brother. She snatched the matching syringe from Sebastian’s arm and pressed a cloth over the wound in an attempt to stem his bleeding.

His head flopped to one side and his eyes fluttered closed.

‘Sinclair!’ she shrieked again.

‘A mismatch,’ he muttered. ‘Most obviously a mismatch. Nevertheless, an interesting outcome.’

An interesting outcome? Viola ran her hands over Sebastian’s fevered skin and dropped a kiss on his brow. ‘Sebastian, wake up.’

He had remained insensible for hours, blood seeping from the wound at his elbow, his knees swelling to obscene proportions, his breathing shallow and his pounding heart visible through the fine lawn of his shirt.

Finally, Sinclair had scooped Sebastian’s listless body into his arms, carried him from his bedroom up the winding staircase to the turret, and locked the door.

It had been days before Viola had found Sebastian back in his own room, frail and pale, but almost his usual self. Her blood had come closer to killing him than any bleed had.

She shook away the horrendous memory. This latest transfusion might have worked, but she truly didn’t want to risk a repeat of that first ghastly experience. ‘Let’s wait and see. I’m sure there’ll be another performance of the play.’

‘Rubbish. I am as fit as a fiddle.’ He stood tall, spread his arms and turned, displaying his perfect balance and broad smile. ‘Shall we wear our charming disguises and indulge in mischievous tricks?’ He tapped the playbill. ‘And sit high in the gods—please say yes.’

Sinclair and Mama wouldn’t countenance a visit to the theatre.

‘Viola, please,’ Sebastian wheedled. ‘It’s Twelfth Night. Our play.’

The play they had both been named for. Sebastian’s favourite, and therefore hers.

‘We can sneak out after supper, once Sinclair repairs to his study and Mama to her room, the same as we always do.’

Sebastian wasn’t permitted to set foot beyond the house and garden because of his wretched disease, but years earlier they had devised a plan and since then had embarked on all sorts of adventures—adventures Sebastian cherished above all else. Inspired by the antics of Twelfth Night, they would dress in clothes purloined from the gardeners’ boys and sneak out of the house. Revelling in morsels of normality, they’d made trips to the zoological gardens, visited the museum and the art gallery, or simply roamed the streets under the cover of darkness, embracing each fleeting opportunity to sample a brief taste of freedom.

Viola couldn’t refuse him. They would go to the one and only showing of Twelfth Night while they had the opportunity.
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Friday, 8 July, 1892

Viola sat on the window seat, tracing the path of the raindrops as they slid down the glass, lost in the memories of all the dreams she and Sebastian had shared.

A deep, inconsolable loneliness gnawed at her very bones. For two weeks after the trip to the theatre, Sebastian had hovered between life and death—a death that she’d caused. If she hadn’t spotted the playbill lying in the gutter and brought it home, Sebastian wouldn’t have persuaded her that they should attend the performance of Twelfth Night. Now he lay beneath the cold, cold earth, sealed in a mahogany darkness, alone as he had never been in life.

A mournful sigh worked its way between Viola’s lips. Sebastian was her world, and now that he was gone she felt cast adrift, like her namesake, in an unknown country.

It wasn’t as though they weren’t prepared for Sebastian’s passing, but the hope that he might grow to manhood had never dimmed—the hope a cure might be discovered for the disease that had made his life such a misery. The royal disease, people liked to call it, since it had spread its insidious fingers through the imperial houses of Europe. It could and did strike anywhere, from Queen Victoria’s son Leopold to Sebastian, Viola’s darling brother. And her stepfather, the esteemed Elias Sinclair, had failed to find the cure he’d promised to deliver.

It had taken nothing more than a foolish slip on the sandstone steps to bring Sebastian crashing down, uninjured but for a glancing blow to his head as he struggled to his feet. A blow that had caused irreparable damage, and, according to Sinclair, brought about Sebastian’s death from a cerebral haemorrhage that no blood transfusion could remedy.

Sebastian’s passing had taken every trace of life from the family. Poor Mama remained incarcerated in her bedroom; her sorrow exacerbated by her uncomfortable confinement. Sinclair had retreated to the turret to ponder his medical log.

Viola made her way to the top of the stairs. Darkness, thicker than any shroud, enveloped her. All the curtains were drawn; the clocks stopped. Her snatched breaths were the only sound in the house.

She was jolted from her musing when Sinclair suddenly appeared at the bottom of the stairs, his hands—a surgeon’s hands, pale, long-fingered and precise—cradling a tray of medical paraphernalia. The mere sight of the tubing, bandages, jars of repulsive leeches and stale blood samples brought another sob to her throat. She choked it back and pulled a handkerchief from the voluminous leg-of-mutton sleeve of her black crepe dress.

Her stepfather, with his bulbous nose and receding hairline, peered at her, frowning as though he’d forgotten her very existence. Finally he spoke. ‘The memorial service will be postponed until I can announce my findings.’ Sinclair balanced the tray on the newel post at the bottom of the stairs and wiped the beads of sweat from his florid face. ‘Under the circumstances it is more appropriate.’

Odious, arrogant man. She wasn’t going to be flummoxed by his evasiveness. ‘What circumstances?’

Sinclair let out a wheeze. ‘Your mother’s confinement—and, more importantly, my need to complete my research.’

Her eyes darted across the hallway, to the room where Mama lay beneath a great down quilt, seeking oblivion in a brown glass bottle of laudanum, in the bed she’d shared first with Papa and now Sinclair. How Viola detested the man.

‘Why wasn’t I party to this discussion?’ Sebastian’s life may have been short, but he deserved more than a hurried burial in the family plot at Waverley Cemetery.

‘It was not necessary. I must act swiftly. It is the only way to ensure my legacy, to solidify my place in history.’

Deep inside Viola, another gargle of sobs threatened to break loose. ‘Your legacy . . .’ She hiccupped back a cry. How could her beautiful brother, her soulmate, take second place to Sinclair’s outrageous ambition?

‘I will become the most celebrated physician of our time.’

His words broke through the fog in her brain, and she slapped her hands over her ears, trapping the hammering of her heart, reducing Sinclair’s words to an evil tattoo. He might well be a surgeon and a lecturer at Sydney’s much revered university, but what right had he to use Sebastian to further his own ambition? He wasn’t even Sebastian’s father.

‘There is nothing you need to concern yourself with. Think of it this way. Sebastian’s demise will benefit mankind.’ He raised the palm of his hand, massaging his chest in slow, circular movements. ‘The Queen herself and all the courts of Europe will be in my debt when I reveal my new research. A knighthood is in the offing. It is only natural that you feel somewhat emotional. Take yourself back to your room. Would you like a little something to enable you to sleep?’

No! She would not permit this man to pour one of his foul concoctions down her throat and render her insensible. Viola bolted back along the hallway and slammed her bedroom door behind her.

The possibility that Mama might not be aware of Sinclair’s rampant ambition flickered through her mind. Mama had fallen into such a deep melancholy after Sebastian’s passing, scarcely leaving her room and rarely speaking. It was as though her purpose had died along with her son, sucking out her will, leaving only a brittle shell harbouring her unborn child.

She had to speak to Mama. Twice, possibly three times, she tiptoed along the hallway to Mama’s room, but she never found her awake. She’d even trailed down to the kitchen and offered to take up a tray, but Mrs Speedwell, one part of the housekeeping couple Sinclair had installed in the house, insisted that only she should do it.

The remainder of the day passed in a horrible blur of misery and outrage. Viola couldn’t stop thinking about her unborn sibling. The day Papa had explained to her the hereditary nature of Sebastian’s disease, that it was passed down through the female line, Viola had sworn she’d never marry, never pass on the noxious life sentence. It wasn’t a legacy she would wish on her worst enemy.

Sadly, in the ninety years since that discovery there had been no further understanding of the disease or successful treatment—more likely than not because so many families saw it as a cursed secret that should be hidden from society to protect the family’s standing. And now, with Sebastian’s passing, Sinclair’s mind was fixed on his unborn child. Dear god! She prayed that the baby would be a girl, and not a boy who might suffer as Sebastian had.

Finally, Viola dragged herself from her lethargy and snuck down the hallway to Sebastian’s room. She stopped at the grandfather clock on the landing. The hands were still stuck at four o’ clock, marking the hour of his passing. She opened the glass front and moved the long hand, just a minute or so later, a gesture of defiance Sebastian would have approved of. He was never one for rules and regulations. Then she stepped into his room and closed the door behind her.

The familiar smell hit her—soap, alcohol and carbolic, the bitter scent of laudanum and, overlaying it all, the lavender Viola had always placed in a small jar on his nightstand in an attempt to bring the outside in.

Nothing had changed. It was almost as though Sebastian would appear at any moment, curious to know why she was ransacking his room—but she had a purpose. She gazed around, unsure where to begin. A tower of books covered the small table beside the bed. The large clothes press on the opposite wall was stacked with a range of clothes, suitable for every occasion but rarely worn. The crowded shelf under the window and the scratched and dented table were both littered with an assortment of pens, pencils and ink, and reams of crumpled paper. Beside the table, Mama’s old trunk—the one she’d brought with her when she crossed the oceans to marry the man she’d loved since childhood—was full of all the toys Sebastian refused to part with.

She had to start somewhere. She pulled open the drawer of the nightstand, the obvious place for her brother to keep the book he treasured above all else. Her breath came in short, sharp gasps as she ran her hand over the random collection of screwed-up balls of paper, a fruit knife, an apple core, a teaspoon, but not the book she searched for. She closed the drawer with a sigh and stood upright, turning this way and that before crossing to the shelf beneath the window. She crouched down and ran her finger along the spines of the stacked books, but found nothing that resembled the faded green cloth cover she wanted.

Still kneeling, she surveyed the rest of the room, then shot to her feet and wrenched open the clothes press. She ran her hand over the neat piles of shirts and carefully folded trousers, and felt in the pockets of his jackets and his greatcoat.

Then she stopped. Of course!

Pushing aside the assortment of boots and shoes, her hand came to rest on a familiar rough woollen bundle—Sebastian’s street clothes, the very ones he’d been wearing when he’d fallen. She pulled them out, untied the sleeves of the jacket and reached for the inside pocket.

Her hands closed around the small rectangular shape. The one book that Sebastian loved more than any other. A Christmas present from Papa, a signed first edition of Tales from Shakespeare, the book written by brother and sister Charles and Mary Lamb to introduce Shakespeare’s stories and characters to children. For years it had provided Sebastian and Viola with hours and hours of pleasure and escape while Sebastian lay confined to his bed.

Viola brought the book to her lips, and with a sigh dropped a kiss on the cover. She closed her eyes, inhaling the familiar vanilla scent of the aged paper.

The vibration of heavy footsteps set her heart racing and she stuffed Sebastian’s ragged clothes into the back of the clothes press and carefully latched the door before tucking the book safely beneath her blouse, in the waistband of her skirt.

Not one set of footsteps but two. Most definitely Sinclair’s, and someone else, another man by the weight of the tread, unless she was much mistaken. She cracked open the door and peeped out into the hallway.

Sinclair ushered the shadowy form up the narrow steps to the turret. From the moment Sinclair had taken up residence at Oswald House he had marked the two rooms as his own, barring Sebastian from his favourite retreat with its magnificent views over Sydney Harbour, a haven where both Sebastian and Viola had spent some of their happiest times.

Piece by piece, Sinclair had furnished the two rooms—one he liked to call his treatment room, with two collapsible wooden stretchers side by side; the other his study, with his massive desk, prized medical tomes and obscene specimens. He spent his days poring over his notes and experiments, and peering into his microscope, the huge taxidermied raven he’d kidnapped from Centennial Park hovering over his shoulder. Viola smothered a huff of disgust. What right had Sinclair to reorganise the house and their lives?

The door at the top of the stairs banged shut. She crept into the hall and edged towards the muffled murmur of voices coming from the turret, the volume increasing as Sinclair became more agitated.

After throwing a glance over her shoulder to ensure she was unobserved, she crept further up the stairs.

‘Find the boy . . . bring him back here . . . I’ll need his blood to stem the umbilical bleeding. I have no intention of allowing this opportunity to slip through my fingers.’

The other voice was deep and resonant. ‘I don’t know where he’s gone; no one has seen him.’

Viola crawled closer.

‘You said he came from Maitland. You are ideally placed. I’ll also require additional specimens . . . fit, strong and healthy.’

Viola heard, rather than saw, Sinclair square his shoulders, puff out his chest and glare down his nose at his visitor, with terrifying belligerence. ‘No lily-livered, cold-blooded creatures like the others.’ His face would be bright red, his teeth bared in a snarl.

‘I will do what I can.’

There was a lengthy silence, until Sinclair cleared his throat and spoke again. ‘My research is paramount. I will waive your outstanding fees, Harry . . .’

The ring handle to the turret door rattled. Viola flew down the steep flight of stairs, her feet slipping and sliding on the narrow tread. She jumped the last couple of steps, shot across the hallway and dived back into Sebastian’s room.

‘What are you doing in here?’ Mrs Speedwell stood in the centre of the room, arms akimbo, scowling.

‘I’m looking for a book. I thought it was in here.’ The words tripped off her tongue with the greatest of ease as she made her way to the nightstand and opened the drawer, pretending to look inside. Then she moved to the shelf under the window and ran her fingers along the spines of the books, straining to hear the footsteps fading down the main staircase.

‘Hurry up. Your mother is awake and wishes to speak with you.’

‘Oh! I’ll look later.’ She crossed to the door and opened it, glanced down the staircase and scurried to Mama’s bedroom, pausing for only a moment to settle her breathing before raising her hand and knocking.

‘Come.’ A frail voice drifted like smoke beneath the door.

She slipped inside. Mama sat with her back to the door, a blanket wrapped around her narrow, vulnerable shoulders, staring blankly at a piece of paper in her hand. She didn’t look up. ‘I have received a letter from Edwin.’

Viola’s uncle, Papa’s older brother. There had been a time, after Papa died and Mama and Sinclair married, that Viola had thought she might like to live with Edwin’s family in Brisbane—an escape from their changed household. The thoughtful invitation from Uncle Edwin had tugged at her heartstrings, but she couldn’t leave Sebastian. And when Mama had pleaded with her to stay, said she needed her help because Sebastian wasn’t like other boys, would never be, Viola had stayed—of course she stayed. No matter how much she loathed Sinclair, Sebastian came first.

‘Did you hear what I said, Viola?’ Mama lifted her hand to her forehead as though pained. ‘Edwin has written.’

Surely to offer his condolences. That was what relatives did when there was a death in the family, and Sebastian was, after all, Uncle Edwin’s nephew.

‘I believe it is an excellent idea.’

Whatever was Mama talking about?

‘A ticket has been booked for you on the Sydney-Brisbane Express for Sunday evening. Your uncle will meet you when you arrive. A change of scenery will be beneficial.’ Mama’s dry fingers reached for Viola’s hand.

Viola’s mouth gaped and she lurched back. She was being sent away. Why? But as the silence lengthened and the idea settled, she thought again. What else did she have? Nothing but an empty, aimless life. ‘I’d miss you desperately, especially if the baby is born without its big sister present.’

‘You mustn’t concern yourself. Sinclair is convinced I won’t be brought to bed for several weeks. He’ll look after me, and his baby.’ Mama dabbed at her face, and in her tearful eyes Viola found a glimmer of understanding. Mama intended to remove her from the agony of Sinclair’s obsession. It was as though the entire world teetered on a knife’s edge, awaiting the birth of his child.

‘If you think it is best, I will go to Uncle Edwin.’

‘We will send word when my time draws near.’ Mama planted a soft kiss on Viola’s cheek. ‘It’s for the best. Mrs Speedwell will help you pack. The weather will be warmer further north. Now run along.’
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Sunday, 10 July, 1892

Maitland, NSW

Taylor Fotherby rapped her knuckles just below the shiny new sign proclaiming Maisie’s business—Madame Milling, Milliner & Costumier.

‘I can’t wait to hear what Mrs Montague and Connie are up to. I’ll be there in a moment; don’t you dare start without me.’ Maisie’s muffled voice drifted through the closed door.

‘We won’t, I promise.’ Taylor turned over the envelope and smoothed the blue stamp sporting a portrait of Queen Victoria. ‘Not if you hurry up. We’re in the kitchen.’

Life had changed so much since Mrs Alexander’s guesthouse in Parramatta had closed and she and Maisie had taken up Mrs Montague’s kind invitation to live in the double-storey brick house at the end of Carrington Street. The move had given both of them a new outlook on life. Maisie had become quite the dedicated businesswoman and been welcomed with open arms by both the community and the local amateur dramatic society.

Taylor shouldered open the kitchen door and found Mrs Orchard sitting at the kitchen table drumming her fingers. An unusual occurrence. Quite how she and Maisie would have managed without the housekeeper’s unflappable care and attention to all their domestic needs didn’t bear thinking about.

‘Maisie will be along in a moment. If this stamp could talk, we wouldn’t need a letter from Connie telling us what we’re missing.’ Her fingers itched to open the missive.

‘Get away with you. You can’t wait to hear all their news.’ Mrs Orchard pushed a plate of her fruit-cake-for-special-occasions across the table. ‘I wish Maisie would hurry up.’

The door to Maisie’s shop slammed shut and the rapid tap of her heels on the polished floorboards provided an answer. She skidded to a halt and threw herself down in a chair. ‘I didn’t think Mrs Boneham would ever leave. She’s becoming a mighty fussy customer.’

‘Take it as a compliment—be thankful she ain’t going nowhere else.’ Mrs Orchard sighed, her eyes still riveted on the letter Taylor held.

‘She won’t do that.’ Maisie smiled and reached for a piece of cake. ‘Well come on, Taylor, hurry up. I’ve got to be at the theatre before five. It’s the final performance and everyone expects me to take a bow.’

Inserting the corner of her nail under the flap, Taylor eased the envelope open and removed two sheets of fine tissue paper covered with Connie’s cramped script. It was the very first letter they had received from Mrs Montague and her granddaughter, Connie, since they’d embarked on their Grand Tour. ‘Shall I read it aloud?’

‘Yes, yes.’ Maisie tossed back the ringlets bunched around her ears and leant forward, resting her chin on her hands.

‘Dear all, I hope this letter finds you in good health and high spirits. It feels like only yesterday that we waved goodbye, yet so much has happened since we arrived two weeks ago.’

‘Two weeks ago? Is there a date on the letter?’ Maisie frowned across the table at Taylor.

‘Twelfth of May.’

‘But it’s the middle of July.’ Maisie reached across to take the letter. ‘It shouldn’t take that long, surely. Anyone would think we were living in the Dark Ages.’

Taylor leant back in the chair, holding the page out of reach.

Mrs Orchard dropped her fingers into her lap. ‘Thought it’d be quicker what with them steamships.’

‘Do you want me to continue?’

‘Yes!’

Taylor cleared her throat. ‘The journey here was an adventure in itself, mostly filled with an endless expanse of ocean and the company of friendly passengers. (Before you ask the question—no one worthy of particular mention!) But nothing could have prepared me for the sights and sounds of London. This city is alive with so much energy and excitement, and there is so much to see. On our very first day, we visited Westminster Abbey. It’s truly magnificent, cloaked in a reverent silence and a deep sense of history which Miss Pettigrew knew inside out and back to front.’

‘I can’t say I’m surprised.’

Taylor paused. If anyone knew Miss Pettigrew’s background it would be Maisie, who had acted as her companion and sometime nurse when they were all living at the guesthouse.

‘I always knew there was more to Miss Pettigrew than met the eye, some great tragedy in her past that she’d couldn’t, or wouldn’t, speak of.’

‘I’ll continue, shall I?’ Without waiting for a reply, Taylor began reading again.

‘The following day, Nell and I took a stroll through Hyde Park, where the lush greenery and serene lake provided a welcome respite from the city’s hustle and bustle. We even ventured to the famous Speaker’s Corner, but there was no one stirring up trouble.’

‘Oh, I hope they were accompanied. That Speaker’s Corner can be a right free-for-all.’ Mrs Orchard’s eyes held a faraway look, but right now Taylor wanted to hear the rest of Connie’s news.

‘We’ve also explored the British Museum, which houses an incredible collection of artefacts from around the world. I was particularly fascinated by the Egyptian mummies and the Rosetta Stone. The sheer scale and diversity of the exhibits are overwhelming, and I could easily spend days wandering through its many rooms. I’ll go alone next time as Nell tires easily.’

‘I hope Mrs Montague’s taking care of herself. She’s not getting any younger.’ Mrs Orchard’s face flushed, and she patted her greying hair, possibly reminding herself that there was little difference in their ages.

‘Maisie, the fashions here are very elegant, and I’m sure you’d be inspired by the stylish dresses and elaborate hats. I’ll try to obtain some papers and bring them home with me.’

‘Oh my.’ Maisie’s face grew dreamy as she primped her ringlets. ‘Go on.’

‘But now to the most exciting piece of news. In a few days we will be travelling to the South of France. I couldn’t believe it when Miss Pettigrew announced we had all been invited to stay with some friends of hers! I cannot wait to experience all the Mediterranean has to offer. We plan to visit Nice and perhaps even take a short trip to Monaco. The prospect of lounging by the sea and exploring the quaint streets fills me with great excitement.’

‘I’m now seriously jealous.’ Maisie pouted. ‘Remind me again why we didn’t go with them?’

‘Because of the expense.’ Although if events had been different, Taylor might well have been able to accompany them. She shook the thought away. First and foremost, not even in her most selfish moments would she have wished to inherit her family’s financial legacy any earlier—she still missed Ma and Pa so very much—and secondly, their funds were being put to good use as they requested, thanks to the advice and assistance of the local solicitors, Messrs Brown, who had employed Taylor when she’d moved to Maitland.

‘Is that all?’

‘I’m sorry. I was thinking about the French Riviera . . .’ Taylor licked her lips and continued. ‘I shall write once we have settled in France. Until then, please take care of yourselves and keep me in your thoughts. I miss you all dearly and look forward to telling you all the news in greater detail when we are together again. Both Miss Pettigrew and Nell send their love, as do I. Your friend, Connie.’

A silence hung over the table as all three of them sat and sipped their tea, until Mrs Orchard pushed back her chair. ‘I really miss them all. Do you know I’ve worked for the Montagues since Connie was a babe in arms? Like family, they are.’ Her eyes looked a tad misty. ‘I’ll just go and tidy myself up. I promised to call in and see my niece Beth—she’s expecting and having a bit of a hard time of it. There’s a little something in the warming oven for you when you get back from the theatre.’

‘Speaking of which, I’d better be going too or I’ll be late.’ Maisie popped a final piece of fruit cake into her mouth and made for the door.

‘I’ll walk you there,’ Taylor called after her.

‘Really, there’s no need. Nothing’s going to happen in broad daylight, and it’s only the Dillons Lane women who’ve had a problem.’ She sniffed.

Taylor winced at the reminder that two women had been attacked on the streets of Maitland in the past two weeks. ‘Fair enough, but why don’t you get a cab home later, when it’s dark?’

‘What rubbish! It’s a foolish waste of money.’

‘In that case I will most definitely be there to collect you when the play finishes at ten. Don’t leave without me.’

Maisie raised her hand to her forehead in mock salute. ‘See you then.’ She gave Taylor a smile as she turned towards the door. ‘Thank you.’

No one seemed to be able to get to the bottom of the attacks. In fact, Sergeant Black made a habit of holding the women responsible if they were out unaccompanied, which didn’t encourage them to report any trouble they encountered.

Taylor had known the two women who’d been attacked. She’d had a fair amount to do with the Benevolent Society since she’d started work with Messrs Brown, and she freely offered her time and advice to the deserted women in the town—and there were plenty of those whose husbands had walked out, leaving them with no means to support themselves and their children. The Society did its best, but it couldn’t keep up with the flow of people into Maitland, especially since the downturn in the economy. The small farmers were finding it impossible to make a living, and there was even talk of the worldwide recession spreading.

And that was part of the problem. There were even fewer jobs available to women with children now, other than working in one of the public houses—which immediately meant they were branded as ‘loose women’ or, worse, ‘street walkers’. A group of the women had taken matters into their own hands and had banded together, renting one of the cheaper houses in Dillons Lane, on the outskirts of the town. Taylor had nothing but admiration for their venture. She had done all she could to assist them, but it wasn’t enough.

If only the law school would change its archaic attitudes and admit women. It was about time Australia’s hidebound society took a leaf out of America’s book, where women had been admitted to the bar for more than twenty years. Then she’d be able to make a real difference. Meanwhile, she’d have to continue to work behind the scenes and smile as she sat at her typewriter managing the rental properties, correspondence, contracts and other bits and pieces for Messrs Brown, all while she unofficially continued to study her articles of clerkship.

‘Right, I’ll be off now.’

Mrs Orchard’s words brought Taylor from her reverie. ‘Will you be home tonight?’

‘I’m not real sure. Depends how Beth’s doing. She’s not having the best of times and there’s no one to help her.’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘I could ask young Davy to walk me home but it’s a long way and that’d leave Beth alone with the littlies. He’s a good boy stepping up the way he has now his father’s gone.’ She shook her head. ‘Such an awful accident. Poor man.’ Mrs Orchard pinned her hat into place and pulled on her coat, then made her decision. ‘I’ll stay overnight. Be back first thing.’
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Sydney, NSW

‘I’m sure that Gladstone bag is unnecessary.’ Mrs Speedwell hoisted the offending item up onto Viola’s bed and reached for the straps.

‘No! It contains my . . . a few books, my paints and drawing equipment.’ Her favourite copy of Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night, Sebastian’s copy of Lambs’ Tales from Shakespeare, and her street clothes—Sebastian’s old jacket, a tattered shirt, a large cloth cap big enough to stuff her hair inside, worn and patched trousers and a surprisingly comfortable pair of leather boots that hadn’t seen a wipe of polish in as long as she could remember. If she was going to visit another city, she had no intention of sitting quietly at home with a lap full of embroidery. Besides, the clothes made her feel closer to Sebastian, as though he was with her in spirit.

‘Can you manage two bags? You don’t want your luggage in the guard’s van—you want it where you can see it.’ Mrs Speedwell thumped her hands on her hips and tutted. ‘But I suppose there’ll be porters at both stations to help, and Mr Speedwell will organise a companion for you. A young girl like you shouldn’t travel alone. I’ll be back in a moment. I’ll get something for you for the train—you don’t want the rubbish they sell on those stations. There’s some nice ham in the icebox.’

As Mrs Speedwell bustled out, Viola cast a final glance around the room, tucked Lambs’ Tales beneath her jacket, then buckled the straps on her Gladstone bag and placed it at the top of the stairs. She felt like a piece of unwanted baggage herself. She hefted the bags. Neither were very heavy. She wouldn’t describe herself as strong—more compact and wiry—but she was certain she could manage without any trouble.

She glanced down the hallway. The door to Mama’s room was shut tight, but surely she could say goodbye. With a quick look over her shoulder, she scurried along and slipped inside. A waft of stale air and the all-too-familiar bitter and musky scent of laudanum caught in her throat. She tiptoed to the bed. ‘I’m leaving now.’

She wrapped her arms around Mama’s shoulders and planted a kiss on her pale cheek.

Mama stirred and her eyes blinked open. ‘Have you got your purse?’

Viola patted the pocket of her jacket. Sinclair was an obnoxious man, without an empathetic bone in his corpulent body, but he had been remarkably generous—perhaps in the hope she’d stay out of his way longer if she had money of her own. If it weren’t for her concern for Mama, Viola would happily oblige. ‘I’ll be back before you know it to help with the new baby.’

‘All ready?’ Mrs Speedwell called. ‘Mr Speedwell doesn’t like to be kept waiting.’

‘I’m coming.’ After a final hug, Viola closed the door behind her and made her way down the stairs.

Through the open door, the buggy stood waiting. While Mr Speedwell took her bags and secured them, Mrs Speedwell fussed around, ushering her towards the buggy.

‘Now you do what’s expected. It’s a charitable gesture your uncle has offered, and we know there’s no love lost between him and Mr Sinclair.’ She shook her head. ‘Even I’ll admit the marriage was quick—less than twelve months after your father’s demise. Still, that’s all water under the bridge now. By the time you come back you might have a new brother.’

Please don’t say ‘to replace Sebastian', Viola silently begged; not another little brother who’d suffer the same way Sebastian had. She wouldn’t wish his short life on anyone.

‘Hurry now.’ Mrs Speedwell reached for her arm.

Viola shrugged her off. ‘I thought Mama might wave me goodbye.’ Her voice caught in her throat, and she darted back inside, suddenly loath to leave.

Sinclair loomed at the top of the stairs, a foreboding silhouette. ‘Your mother is unable to leave her room. Go now.’ He pointed to the door then turned on his heel. The door to Mama’s room slammed shut.

‘Look after Mama for me,’ she called fruitlessly.

Mrs Speedwell pursed her lips. ‘Don’t you worry. Mr Sinclair is counting the days. Now come along.’

With one last glance at Mama’s window, Viola climbed into the buggy.

Mrs Speedwell raised her hand, Mr Speedwell clicked his tongue, and the buggy headed down the carriageway towards the rail terminal. Viola let the tears fall.

Finally, they ground to a halt on the corner of Devonshire and George Street and Speedwell turned the buggy around. ‘You stay here while I find a porter and see what the stationmaster can do about a travelling companion.’ Speedwell faded into the seething mass.

A companion. What a lot of nonsense. She didn’t need a companion. At sixteen, going on seventeen, Viola was quite capable of sitting alone on a train for twenty-eight hours. Plenty of girls her age were out earning a living and had for years. There was nowhere to go until they reached Brisbane, and Uncle Edwin would be there to meet her. She leant back and glared into the dusky evening light, her mind still fixed on Mama’s shrouded figure hunched beneath the eiderdown.

A few moments later, Speedwell returned with a pimply lad in tow. ‘Platform 1, Sydney-Brisbane Express. First class. Got that?’ he said.

The young porter nodded and made a grab for both of her bags. ‘I’ll take my Gladstone bag.’ Viola jumped down and as good as snatched it from his hand. He shrugged his shoulders and took off towards the rail sheds, her suitcase balanced on his shoulder.

She followed at a trot as he weaved his way in and out of the crowds until they reached the platform gate. ‘You wait here while I go and have a word. Got your ticket?’ The porter flicked his thumb in the direction of an officious-looking gent in a green uniform.

No way was she handing over her ticket or letting her bag out of her sight. ‘I’ll come with you.’

By the time she’d caught up with him, everything was arranged. The stationmaster knew of a woman travelling second class to Brisbane who would very much appreciate an upgrade to her ticket—he’d go and find her and send her along.

In a matter of moments, Viola sat ensconced in the first-class ladies’ carriage, her bag on her lap and her suitcase in the luggage rack above her head. Not too difficult at all.

How she wished Sebastian could accompany her instead of some frumpy old companion. She closed her eyes for a moment, imagining his tousled golden hair and wide smile. Perhaps if she kept him in her thoughts, she could summon his spirit. She’d heard talk amongst the girls at school about spiritualism—the belief in life after death, that those who had passed could communicate with the living. She didn’t fancy the lurid descriptions of warbling mediums, darkened rooms and levitating furniture, although she did like the idea of being able to talk to Sebastian. Someone had said that a medium needed something belonging to the deceased, to hold, to feel their essence. She patted the book tucked snugly in her waistband.

With a lurch and a series of aggravated hisses and slamming, the train prepared to pull out of the station. Perhaps she wouldn’t have to suffer anyone’s company after all. Then the carriage door flew open, and a flurried woman dressed in a worn red velvet dress beneath an unbuttoned coat threw herself into the carriage.

‘And you’d be Viola Oswald, would you?’ The woman removed her hat and shook out a shock of dark curly hair.

Viola inclined her head.

‘The porter said you needed someone to keep you company. Long trip to Brisbane.’ She glanced through the carriage window at the station clock. ‘Twenty-eight hours and twenty-five minutes. We’re due to arrive at twenty minutes to eleven tomorrow evening.’ She heaved her suitcase up onto the luggage rack, then plonked herself down opposite Viola and fussed with the moth-eaten fur collar of her coat. ‘Nasty stories in the newspapers about men preying on single women, forcing their way into the ladies’ carriages.’

Viola shuffled in her seat. The blatant scrutiny from the woman’s bright hazel eyes made her uncomfortable. She sat a little straighter. ‘I don’t know your name.’

‘Molly O’Dowd.’ She squared her shoulders. ‘I’m ’eading north. Need a change. Nice upgrade to my ticket. Wasn’t looking forward to rattling around in the second-class carriage.’ She proceeded to pull a large shawl from her bag and wrap it around her shoulders. She leant back in the seat, her head resting against the antimacassar, then closed her eyes, effectively ending the conversation.

Viola bent down and placed her bag under the seat, took off her hat then pulled Lambs’ Tales from beneath her jacket—what better way to pass the time?

She tilted the book to the soft light emanating from the gas lamp attached to the carriage wall and fanned the pages. The words she knew by heart always brought a sense of comfort, the place she and Sebastian had escaped to whenever reality—the inevitable round of ice baths, compression bandages and leeches—had simply become too dreadful.

The pages fell open at Twelfth Night.

Her gaze roamed the page. The words were so familiar she had no need to read them; instead she recited them under her breath, from memory, hoping Sebastian could hear her.

Her eyes were drawn to a sentence handwritten at the top of the page, the words heavily underlined:

O time, thou must untangle this, not I. It is too hard a knot for me t'untie.

She ran her finger over Sebastian’s familiar scrawl, then reached to turn to the next page, but something stopped her, something that felt unfamiliar. Her nail snagged on the corner; the two pages were stuck together, as though the book had been damaged by water or left in a humid room. She held it up by the covers and let the pages dangle.

It was the strangest thing. A pocket formed by two pages glued together. She slipped her fingernail along the top, and squeezed the edges. The top of the pocket sprang apart to reveal a single sheet of paper.

Goosebumps raised the hairs on her arms, and she glanced across at Molly O’Dowd, who appeared fast asleep, mouth slack, her snuffling snores barely audible above the chugging of the train. She could feel Sebastian’s presence, as though he sat, tapping his fingers impatiently, his lopsided smile lifting the corner of his mouth, willing her on.

A present. Her heart quickened—his last present, something he’d planned, despite his pain and misery, knowing only she would find it.

Finger and thumb poised, she plucked out the folded paper. Her eyes scanned the page, a smile tilting the corner of her mouth.

YMAY EARESTDAY IOLAVAY, OSTMAY TEADFASTSAY RIENDFAY NDAY VEREAY OVINGLAY ISTERSAY.

A razor-sharp pang of sorrow sliced her chest. Pig Latin, their secret language, their way of communicating so no one would be able to share their closest thoughts. She mouthed the words, translating them with barely a pause:

My dearest Viola, most steadfast friend and ever loving sister,

If you have found this letter, the chances are I have fallen prey to my insidious affliction. Between the pages of our book you will find another story, one that must be told.

Do not mourn me, I take with me a thousand cherished memories and will be beside you throughout your journey.

How had he known she would take a journey? There had been no discussion of another visit to Brisbane before his passing.

I beg you, protect yourself and whoever may come next.

Your ever loving brother,

Sebastian.

Unable to steady the shaking of her hands, Viola let the letter fall to her lap and sat pleating and unpleating the thin paper between her damp fingers. What story? Finally, she carefully refolded the letter, slipped it back inside its hiding place and snapped the book shut.

Molly O’Dowd’s eyes flashed open at the sound, and she glared at her. Whatever else lay hidden between the book’s pages would have to wait until she was alone.

She replaced the book with the brown paper bag Mrs Speedwell had pushed into her hand and drew out a large ham and pickle sandwich and a flask wrapped tightly in a tea cloth, knowing it would contain tea with milk and sugar, and would be better drunk while warm. As she sipped the tea, the sandwich lying uneaten in her lap, her mind returned to Sebastian’s letter. I beg you, protect yourself and whoever may come next.

‘Whatever do you mean?’ His words drummed inside her head ... whoever may come next. Was he referring to Mama’s unborn child?

How she hoped Mama would give birth to a girl, and not a boy who might suffer from the same horrible disease as Sebastian. But why should she protect herself? What could possibly happen to her? Unless Sebastian knew something she didn’t . . . but what?

It was no good. She resealed the flask, pushed it and the sandwich aside uneaten, and took out the book again. She couldn’t wait until she reached Brisbane, and Molly O’Dowd appeared to be settled for the night, her chin falling towards her chest.

The book opened at the secret pocket, and she turned to the next page and the next, her eyes scanning the print. Nothing untoward. No more pockets or hidden letters.

It wasn’t until she neared the end of the story that another rash of goosebumps stippled her skin. It was as though Sebastian was egging her on, drumming his fingers, impatient.

She flipped to the next pages and gasped.

Both were covered in Sebastian’s almost illegible hand. She frowned and turned the book this way and that, until finally it became clear. Not only had Sebastian written in Pig Latin, he’d employed the old technique of cross-hatching. He’d turned the page of print ninety degrees and had written over the printed words, creating an overlapping crisscross pattern that was almost impossible to decipher. It was a technique that letter writers had employed for hundreds of years: it saved paper, reduced postage costs and, perhaps most importantly, ensured a degree of privacy.

She squinted at the words. Whatever Sebastian had written was not something he wanted to share with anyone but her. Whenever had he had the time to make all these notes? Why hadn’t he simply told her whatever was so important?

Word by painful word, she discovered a list of the insidious treatments Sinclair had inflicted upon Sebastian, including opium. For its pain-relieving qualities, perhaps, but it had left him confused and disorientated, so unsteady on his feet that he would fall, causing yet another bleed, so he had refused to take it.

What poppycock! Even she, and Sebastian as it turned out, knew the problem was that his blood continued to flow and didn’t stop. Nothing had worked other than time and rest, and Sebastian and Viola had both known that one day it wouldn’t be enough. Except for that one last transfusion that had helped him, before they’d made the fateful trip to the theatre.

As she scanned the worn pages, Sebastian’s presence lay like a warm hand on her shoulder, guiding her. His notes were concise and measured, not the ramblings of a sickened body; besides, Sebastian was not truly sick, he simply lacked one tiny thing: the magic substance that could prevent his life blood seeping from him. Almost everyone else in the world had that magic—why hadn’t he?

She would have suffered any discomfort if she could have taken a small part of Sebastian’s agony, but it seemed from his notes that the pain was made worse because others were being subjected to unnecessary treatments. Sinclair had been harvesting their blood and transfusing it from one to another.

A chill snaked over her skin at this revelation. Others were also being subjected to Sinclair’s experiments?

When the train drew to a halt at Newcastle to take on coal and water, she dragged herself from the tiny pencil script and closed the book again. The station lights glared. Amid much banging and crashing, shouting and whistle blowing, people left the train and others boarded, and still Molly O’Dowd slept on.

Viola rubbed at her heavy eyes and glanced up at the station clock. A quarter to ten—had she really been reading for so long?

Once the train resumed its puffing and snorting journey, Viola turned back to the book, leafing through the pages, searching for any more cross-hatched notes.

The hopes of Orsino were for ever at an end.

She mouthed the words and turned to the final page of Twelfth Night. Her heart gave a sudden lurch. The page was, like the earlier ones, littered with words. She swivelled the book around, tipping it to the light. It was as though the collection of words and phrases had been written at random, shaken by a great hand and sprinkled back between the lines of the story.

Find Bill Boxer, warn him. Sinclair wants him back. He escaped the asylum, fled to Maitland. He knows too much. No more experiments, no more lives destroyed. Stop Sinclair. Take great care, my Viola, take great care.

Her eyes lit on the title of the next play. It was scored through and replaced with the words:

THERE IS NO CURE. NO ONE ELSE MUST SUFFER.

She flicked frantically through the remainder of the book, searching for more of Sebastian’s spiderwebbed scrawl.

There was nothing. She must have missed something.

Who was Bill Boxer and why must she warn him? And why had he fled? Was this the journey Sebastian expected her to take? She could understand it if he’d mentioned somewhere in Sydney, but he’d never travelled beyond the harbour city. It was one of his dreams to visit the country towns and travel to the vast outback, but Maitland was nothing more than a small town, a hundred miles north of Sydney, nestled on the banks of the Hunter River. She’d never been there and neither had he.

And then everything went quiet; even Molly O’Dowd’s snoring faded as Sinclair’s voice echoed inside her head, the words she’d overheard when he was talking in the turret to someone whose voice she hadn’t recognised.

Find the boy . . . bring him back here . . . I'll need his blood to stem the umbilical bleeding. I have no intention of allowing this opportunity to slip through my fingers.

I don't know where he's gone: no one has seen him.

You said he came from Maitland. You are ideally placed.

They had to be talking of the Bill Boxer Sebastian mentioned. Her own blood ran cold.
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Maitland, NSW

With a deal of wheezing and bellowing, the Sydney-Brisbane Express shunted to a halt. Viola tucked the book into the inside pocket of her jacket. She couldn’t risk losing it, especially not now she had discovered Sebastian’s hidden messages. There’d be plenty of time once she’d digested what she had read so far.

Odd pools of light illuminated the platform. She could hear the rumble of tired voices from the end of the train, where men unloaded drays and wagons and heaved barrels, crates and large wicker baskets overflowing with produce into the guard’s wagon; then there was the sound of slamming doors, followed by a shrill whistle and the engine’s bellow.

Viola rubbed her hand over the window to clear the condensation, cupped her fingers and peered out through the smoky glass.

It took a moment for the words on the station name board to penetrate her overworked mind: WEST MAITLAND.

Was that the same as just Maitland? The Maitland Sebastian had written about; the Maitland she’d overheard Sinclair mention?

The engine let out a long, piercing whistle, the sound slicing through the air like a blade, echoing across the platform and signalling the train’s departure. She yanked her suitcase down from the luggage rack, grabbed her Gladstone bag and leapt from the carriage. In three long strides she reached the deep shadows thrown by the corner of the building.

The last sight she had of Molly O’Dowd, illuminated by the carriage gas lamp, was her face framed by her unruly curls, interest fixed on Mrs Speedwell’s ham and pickle sandwich.

The station looked more like a suburban house than a rail terminal, with its neat striped verandah, shiny painted doors and potted plants. Perhaps her impetuosity was foolish, but the coincidence of Sebastian’s notes and the conversation she’d overheard in the turret had piqued her curiosity. She could easily complete her journey tomorrow when the next Sydney-Brisbane Express came through.

Pressed flat against the wall, she peered around the corner at the platform. It was empty, nothing like the incessant crush of humanity weaving its way through the Sydney rail terminal at all hours.

From the security of the shadows, she gauged her alternatives. A man in a rumpled uniform—the stationmaster, more than like—walked along the platform, turning down all but one of the lamps before making his way to a neat little cottage across the tracks. A calm silence now enveloped the space. No one else had disembarked and she shivered in the darkness. She needed somewhere to wait out the night.

As the train’s tail lamps became nothing more than pinpricks and the steam clouds settled, she caught a glimpse of another sign: LUGGAGE ROOM.

The perfect place!

Two seconds later, she reached for the shiny brass doorknob. It turned without a sound and the door cracked open. Two sidesteps and she’d squeezed inside, flattened her back against the wall and eased the door closed.

The small room still held the warmth of the day and the faint hint of food, some sort of pie or sweet treat. Her stomach complained, and the image of Mrs Speedwell’s ham sandwich in Molly O’Dowd’s fingers flashed before her eyes. She hadn’t thought of the need to eat when she’d jumped off the train in a frenzy, Sebastian’s words reverberating in her mind.

As her eyes adjusted to the all-enveloping darkness, with the only light being a sliver shining through the transom window above the door, a row of large wooden pigeonholes lining the back wall emerged from the shadows. Suitcases and hessian-wrapped parcels were stacked haphazardly nearby, and in front of them a counter ran the width of the room. She scooted behind it and sank down out of view in case anyone entered, heart pounding nineteen to the dozen.

Whatever had possessed her to leave the train? It was the height of foolishness. She should have known better. When she didn’t get off the train in Brisbane, all hell would break loose. But Molly O’Dowd couldn’t do very much until the train arrived, and that wouldn’t be for at least another twenty-four hours—sometime after ten tomorrow night, she’d said.

Viola would have time to send a telegram to Uncle Edwin in the morning and say she’d been delayed, that she’d stopped to visit friends—or, better still, that Mama needed her. Mama was in no fit state to respond, and the chances of Uncle Edwin contacting Sinclair were less than none. As Mrs Speedwell had reminded her, they hadn’t spoken a civil word since Mama announced her intention to marry Sinclair. As long as Viola could get a telegram to Uncle Edwin before the train arrived in Brisbane, he wouldn’t go to the station to meet her, and she’d put money on Molly O’Dowd not seeking him out, not wanting to admit she’d swapped her charge for a ham and pickle sandwich. Molly O’Dowd wouldn’t run the risk of having to pay back her first-class ticket.

But now she was here in Maitland, what next? She could hardly swan out of the station and find a hotel room at this time of night, although she had more than enough in her purse thanks to Sinclair’s guilty generosity.

Oh, how she wished Sebastian stood beside her! She closed her eyes and tried to summon his spirit—to no avail. What would he suggest?

Blend in. Make yourself invisible. The words echoed. The mantra had got them out of more trouble than she cared to remember in Sydney’s back streets.

Street clothes!

She unbuckled her Gladstone bag and reefed out the motley collection. She unbuttoned and removed her boots, then pulled off her stockings and dragged the patched trousers on, before removing her ankle-length skirt. Next, she slid her arms out of her fitted jacket, took off her blouse and replaced it with the stained and ragged shirt, before pushing her arms into Sebastian’s oversized jacket and her feet into her hobnail boots.

The sense of despair that had plagued her for weeks lifted. Sebastian’s last wish would be fulfilled one way or another and if he was correct she would see Sinclair brought to justice for his appalling treatments—and relish every moment.

She bundled her clothes into the suitcase and clipped it closed, then rammed both bags into one of the empty pigeonholes, concealing them behind two large parcels wrapped in hessian and bound with fraying twine.

Finally, she tucked Lambs’ Tales into the inside pocket of the jacket. But she had one more task before her disguise was complete. No street boy sported a clean face or newly washed hair. She edged back out onto the platform, bent over one of the flowerpots and sank her hands into the friable soil, then rubbed it into her cheeks and across her forehead. She pinned her hair high on the top of her head before reaching into a pocket for her cloth cap and pulling it down tight.

She sneaked back into the luggage room to wait out the night and breathed out a relieved sigh.

A very relieved sigh—sadly short-lived.

Through the door, the outline of a head materialised, then a skinny, uncoordinated body, taller than her. Seeing her, the boy froze and his fierce gaze clashed with hers. In a whirl of puppetlike movements, he jerked across the floor.

Hands slammed either side of her head, the door shuddered, and she stood trapped. She locked her knees, gritted her teeth and held his gaze. What else could she do?

Shuffling step by step, he shunted her across the room. With a spine-shuddering thump, he rammed her against the wall, patting her down with swift fingers. A waft of unwashed body, sweat and wet wool caught in her throat.

‘Wot you doin’ ’ere?’

She clamped her lips, fighting back a surge of nausea, and tried for a careless shrug.

‘Who’re you? Where d’you come from?’ He jacked her arm up her back and propelled her towards the door. He was all skin and bones, perhaps, but wiry—too strong for Viola to fight. ‘Come wiv me.’

There was no sign of a moon and not a glimmer from any of the station lights. Just as well he was holding her tight, because she hadn’t a clue where she’d run to given the opportunity. For some reason he didn’t seem all that threatening despite his bravado, not now they were out of the confined space of the luggage room.

The boy thrust her down the slope of the platform, across the siding and out onto the street, then turned left, keeping his grip on her arm as their pace increased.

Buildings lined the gaslit street—not ramshackle dwellings but two-storey houses that wouldn’t have looked out of place in Sydney, featuring the same verandahs with wrought-iron lacework, and the occasional glimpse of well-dressed folk going about their evening rituals. A lot more respectable than she’d imagined a country town would be. She bit back her questions, tossed around the idea of speaking, trying a few phrases in her head—but everything sounded far too hoity-toity, silver spoon firmly tucked in the corner of her mouth. Excuse me, young man, where are you taking me? She smothered a snort. His head whipped around, and he glared, his grip tightening again. ‘Cracker’ll deal wiv you.’

Cracker! Was that a name? The knot in her stomach tightened. And what did ‘deal with you’ mean? With each step the pounding of her blood echoed louder in her ears and the shadows lengthened. The relative safety of the station beckoned, but try as she might, she couldn’t shrug free of the boy’s grasp. It simply tightened, his strong fingers biting into her flesh until, with a sense of resignation, she ceased her struggling.

She wasn’t going to be able to keep silent much longer, though; she had too many questions.

At the end of the street, they left the houses behind and turned into a wide thoroughfare lined with shops and businesses, a church or two, even a masonic hall. A massive three-storey brick building proclaimed itself to be the Northumberland Coach and Buggy Factory.

‘Over there.’ He gestured to a large gabled building crammed next to an overflowing public house.

The Victoria Theatre!

‘Heaven forbid . . .’ She bit back her words. She’d kept her mouth shut so far. She could wait a bit longer.

He whipped around, eyes narrowed, and tugged her into the laneway between the theatre and the public house, so narrow she hadn’t even noticed it. The claustrophobic darkness and a stomach-heaving stench kept her lips tightly clamped. No need to worry about speaking now; she’d have to draw breath, and that wasn’t going to happen in a hurry.

With a sudden movement he shoved her aside. Her spine hit the wall and sharp pain shot to her head, then a wave of dizziness. She slithered into a crouch, hands cradling her skull, trying to block the strange, grating chirr-chirr-chirrup sound. It came again and again, and when she peeled her eyes open the lad stood, above her, hands cupping his mouth. The chirr-chirr-chirrup sound bounced from the walls, and then a matching response came and a dark silhouette materialised.

The boy hauled her to her feet, wrenched her arm up her back again and frogmarched her through the darkness, then ground to a halt in front of another lean, gangly fellow, this one taller than the station boy, overlarge hat pulled down low, masking his face.

‘Wot you got there, Jonas?’ Fair guess this was Cracker.

‘Must’ve got orf the Sydney t’ Brisbane. Tried to crash the luggage room. Mr Marsh wouldn’t be ’avin’ that. I’d get the boot.’

Cracker’s face, all angles and shadows, turned. His gaze swept Viola from head to toe. ‘Wot’s ’e doin’ ’ere, Jonas? Wot’s ’is name?’

‘Dunno. Didn’t ask.’

Cracker tilted his chin, stepped closer and sniffed.

A startled sound worked its way from her throat. She swallowed it down, stood her ground. Playing dumb wasn’t going to last long.

‘Wot’s your name?’

She turned her face aside. To hell with the darkness; she’d have to run. She spun around and bolted down the alleyway.

Not much of a start but better than none. Footsteps, long strides, pounded behind her. As she kept her eyes glued to the flicker of light ahead marking the street, her toe snagged on something and she pitched forward, the air whistling out of her lungs as she crashed headlong into a bundle of rags.

They might have broken her fall, but any chance of outrunning the two boys was evaporating into the soft, soggy mess beneath her—a mess that stank of . . . copper? Such a familiar smell—a reminder, as it would always be, of Sebastian, but no more acceptable because of it. She turned her head and a blood-stained mask filled her vision.

A high-pitched scream—her own—rent the air.

Filthy hands hauled her up. She spun around, bent double and vomited, a sour, acrid burn of bile that scored her throat and landed as a puddle of saliva at her feet.

‘Blah!’ Jonas released his hold and jumped back.

Cracker didn’t; he turned her around and held her steady. Just as well, because her knees buckled and the only alternative was to collapse, and as sure as eggs she wasn’t having a corpse for a bedfellow. Not now, not ever.

Jonas danced around the body, making hysterical moaning sounds, covering his head with his arms.

‘Stop!’ Cracker barked.

Jonas stalled, his face shining bone-white in the half-light.

‘Go round to the foyer. Find Miss Taylor.’

‘Miss Taylor? No chance. She’ll want to call the constables. We didn’t do nuffink.’

Cracker groaned and let go of her arms, slowly, as though calming a startled animal. ‘You right?’

She nodded, shuffled her feet, stood square.

He bent down to the body and pushed the hair back from the mangled face. ‘I’ll get Miss Taylor then. You. Stay here.’ He jabbed a finger at Jonas, then fixed Viola with a ferocious glare. ‘You. Come wiv me.’
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Taylor paced the plum-coloured carpet of the foyer in the newly renovated Victoria Theatre and peered around. They had done a very good job, getting rid of the smoky old lighting and installing electricity, drastically reducing the fire risk after the catastrophe that had necessitated the refurbishment.

Outside, a collection of gigs, buggies and hansom cabs waited, the drivers hoping to snag a fare once the play ended. The congregated mass of men outside did at least prove that Taylor hadn’t made a mistake about the time the play finished. Maisie might well have deemed it a foolish waste of money to take a cab since it was less than a mile to their home in Carrington Street, but Taylor had no intention of letting her walk through the streets alone.

She paced the length of the foyer, annoyed she’d arrived so early, but the trouble with Maisie was her naivety, something Taylor always found a little odd, given Maisie’s hard start to life in Parramatta. Maisie simply didn’t believe any harm would come to her in Maitland.

Taylor’s nose twitched as a cloud of tobacco smoke wafted into the foyer through the outside door.

‘Psst! Psst! Psst!’ A tousled head appeared, and a shadow slipped through into the foyer.

‘Cracker! What are you doing here? The play will be over any minute and they’ll string you up if they catch you in here.’ The boy was a law unto himself, and seemed to have a finger in every pie, running errands and doing odd jobs around the town.

He didn’t answer, just flicked his head and slipped into the darkest corner beside the now empty ticket booth. A scrawny body popped up beside him, pale dirt-encrusted face and wide eyes beneath an overlarge cloth cap. The slightly built lad pushed back his cap and revealed a mop of muddy brown hair and fine-boned features. Yet another of Cracker’s acolytes. When Taylor had first arrived in Maitland, Cracker had worked on and off for Mrs Montague, but since she’d gone to England he’d started rounding up the young homeless boys of Maitland as assiduously as Maisie collected autographs.

‘What is it?’ Taylor hissed.

‘Need some ’elp. Outside, in the laneway, near the stage door. Found somefink.’ With that, Cracker rammed his hat back on his head and he and his young mate vanished, leaving nothing but the whiff of cold air and tobacco smoke.

The play would be over any moment. Could she trust Maisie not to leave the theatre without her? As yet there was no sound of applause, and then there’d be curtain calls and flowers for the last night. Taylor had a moment or two to spare, and if she could forestall another of Cracker’s dilemmas it might save a lot of time in the long run. Trouble followed him like a starving dog.

She stepped out into the group of cabbies passing around a rum bottle.

‘Evening, Miss.’

‘Evening.’

‘Need a cab?’

‘No, I’m fine, thank you. I’m meeting Miss Milling after the play—if you see her could you ask her to wait for me? We’ll walk home together.’

‘You ladies take care. Things ain’t like they used to be. They still haven’t found out who’s responsible for mugging those women.’

A rather large, whiskered cabbie made some sort of derogatory noise in his throat, enough to set Taylor’s teeth on edge at the attitude his snort implied. Just because women were deserted by ham-fisted sods and forced to make their own way didn’t mean they should be punching bags for any drunken lout who thought he could flex his muscles. ‘No one deserves a beating, not woman, man or child. Now excuse me.’ She swept past the man, squinting towards the laneway for some sign of Cracker or his mate.

A low whistle and a pale hand waving at the narrow entrance to the laneway caught her attention. With a quick glance at the cabbies to make sure no one was following, she ducked into the darkness and found Jonas, another of Cracker’s band, his eyes glowing like coals in the dark, dancing from one foot to the other in some sort of demented jig, pointing at a bundle of rags tossed against the brick wall.

Let it be some drunk sleeping off a belly full of rotgut. ‘What’s the problem? Surely you boys can sympathise with someone sleeping rough.’

‘Nah!’ Jonas danced a little more, his hands flying as though he was batting moths. ‘Somefink ain’t right. We’ve been ’ere ages and she ain’t moved. There’s blood all over ’er face.’ He shook his head and covered his eyes with his hands. ‘Cracker’s there. You see. I’m outta here, afore the constables come.’

Her worst suspicions confirmed, Taylor made her way into the darkness. Cracker’s shadowy silhouette came into focus, his little friend still glued to his side.

‘No sign of a breath,’ he murmured as she stepped alongside and crouched next to the body.

A great wave of metallic, coppery odour made her stomach churn. She clamped her lips, held her breath and forced back the scratch of tears as she concentrated on the body in front of her. The poor woman had certainly taken a beating. A mask of blood covered her battered and bruised features, spilling over her cheekbones, through her hair and onto the ground, her misshapen nose a barely visible pulp, her eyes swollen shut.

Taylor reached out, her finger brushing a piece of beaded ribbon dangling from the woman’s tangled hair. She didn’t need to look twice—she’d bought several brightly coloured lengths for Bertha and the women when they’d moved into Dillons Lane; a little bit of frippery that they wouldn’t afford themselves.

She pressed her fingers harder against the woman’s sticky skin and was rewarded by the faintest pulse. They hadn’t a moment to lose. ‘Cracker, go and get Dr Lansdale; his rooms are only a few streets away. Go. Run.’

‘No point. He ain’t there; he’s orf on his trip to Edinburgh. Remember?’

Yes, yes she did. But other arrangements had been made. She pulled her thoughts into order. ‘His nephew, the rugby player, he’s standing in for him. No more arguing. Go.’

Cracker bent to the young boy beside him. ‘You stay ’ere. Keep an eye on Miss Taylor.’ Without waiting for a reply, he evaporated into the shadows.

The other boy—a small scrap of humanity who seriously needed a decent feed—crouched next to Taylor, his shivers and shudders transferring to her skin. Not one of Cracker’s usual band.

The boy tapped her arm and pointed to the woman’s eyes. A movement flickered beneath the bruised and discoloured skin of her swollen eyelids. With a sudden lurch, her mouth opened. She snatched a gasping breath, and spat out a bloody, broken tooth.

The young boy let out a plaintive wail and took off.

‘Take shallow breaths. Help’s coming,’ Taylor whispered to the woman and sent a prayer to any and every uncaring deity she could summon. The new doctor had to have arrived in town. If he hadn’t, would Cracker think to go to the hospital? It was miles away. At least an hour on foot. He certainly wouldn’t go to the police station; only as a last resort. Perhaps one of the cabbies? She peered over her shoulder to the end of the laneway where the lights glowed. Cracker’s wretched friend had fled, along with Jonas, but she couldn’t leave the poor woman.
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Quite how Viola had managed to get herself into such a mess, she had no idea. The woman’s mangled face filled her vision. Her heart pummelled against her ribs and her legs felt heavier than lead. She rounded the corner at the end of the laneway and ground to a halt, bent double, heaving in great gulps of air.

Now what?

As though in answer, a low whistle echoed. She flattened herself against the wall. Two figures materialised from the swirling mist, one of them large—truly wide and tall—with a dark and heavy bag dangling from his hand. There was something odd about the way he walked, on the balls of his feet, as though he was ready to spring into a sprint at any moment.

When Cracker came into view, frail in comparison to the bearlike man, running, hopping and skipping to keep up with the long paces, the air swept out of Viola’s mouth in a loud whoosh of relief. She ran to join Cracker.

It wasn’t until they were more than halfway down the laneway that Miss Taylor’s hunched figure materialised. She was still crouched over the body—no, the woman, not the body. Surely she would still be alive. Miss Taylor wouldn’t be so close if the woman had passed.

The man elbowed Viola and Cracker aside and sank down beside Miss Taylor. ‘Do you know her name?’

Her name? The poor woman wouldn’t be able to speak even if she wanted to through her swollen mouth and broken teeth.

Miss Taylor shook her head. ‘No, but I think she’s from Dillons Lane.’ For some reason she touched the bloodied ribbon in the woman’s hair.

Where was Dillons Lane? What had that to do with anything? Viola opened her mouth to ask, then remembered she didn’t trust herself to speak and snapped her lips closed.

Of every challenge she had set herself that evening, this no-talking rubbish had to be the hardest, but now was not the time, and not in front of this doctor and the snappish woman in her no-nonsense clothes. A disguise was one thing, but she’d never seen anyone dress like that—wearing a waistcoat, tie and bowler hat like a man but with a skirt. Mama would have an apoplexy.

The doctor’s large, but apparently gentle, fingers roamed the woman’s face; her eyes flickered and she groaned. ‘There’s not much I can do here. My buggy’s at the end of the laneway. I need to take her back to my rooms.’

He reached for the woman’s hand. ‘I’m going to have to pick you up; it’s going to hurt. Squeeze my fingers if you agree.’

She must have done so because he turned to Miss Taylor. ‘And you, Ma’am—’

‘Miss,’ she snapped.

Whatever was the matter with her? What he called her wasn’t important right now just as long as he could help.

He lifted one of his hefty shoulders. ‘I’d like you to come with me. Support her in the buggy. She’s going to suffer but it’ll be best in the long term. It’ll only take a couple of minutes. The corner of Smith Street.’ He snapped the locks on his bag then slipped one hand behind the woman’s neck and the other under her knees and, with no apparent effort, scooped her up like a sack of potatoes.

Viola glanced at Cracker; he seemed her only link to sanity. She sidled up beside him and reached out, a silent plea for reassurance, for him to offer her the strength she couldn’t summon alone. He threw her a furtive look and brushed her aside double quick. Whatever had possessed her? There was something about him that reminded her of Sebastian, the person she’d always turned to in the swirling chaos of their life.

Cracker tipped his head after the doctor and took a step to follow.

‘Cracker!’ Miss Taylor’s voice was like a gunshot. He as good as snapped to attention. She held out her hand, palm upwards. Coins glinted in the half-light. ‘Go round to the foyer and find Maisie; she’s waiting for me. Get a cab and take her home, and not a word about this.’

Cracker pocketed the coins and opened his mouth to speak, but changed his mind—or at least Viola guessed he had, because he stood still in the middle of the laneway, eyes glued on the doctor’s back as he carried the woman away.

Viola took a couple of steps towards Cracker, not wanting to be forgotten, left in this laneway reeking of blood and nightmares. But who was this Maisie, and where was home? She wouldn’t be invited in, not dressed like this. Neither would Cracker or his mate Jonas.

She scampered after Cracker into the blinding arc of lights, noise and people. So many people, all pouring from the theatre, hailing cabs or walking off down the high street arm in arm. It shouldn’t have come as a shock. It wasn’t as though she’d never seen a theatre before, but then she’d been with Sebastian, not all alone, crawling out of a dark laneway with the smell of death clinging to her.

Death? Rubbish.

She had to stop the dramatics—whatever would Sebastian think? The woman was alive, and the doctor would attend to her.

Viola reached for Cracker again, but snatched her hand back just in time. One more thing she was going to have to quit. She followed him up the steps into the empty foyer.

Empty except for a large bundle of clothes, velvet cloaks and feathered hats that appeared to be walking towards them.

‘Hey, Maisie. Over ’ere.’ Cracker waved his hand above his head and the jumble of clothing emitted a mumble of words and moved closer.

‘Where’s Taylor? She’s supposed to be meeting me.’

Cracker cleared his throat and glanced over his shoulder at the doorman, who was threading a heavy chain through one set of doors. ‘Long story. She’s busy. Said I was to ’scort you home in a cab. Gave me the fare.’ He pulled the coins from his pocket and trickled them into his other palm.

‘Rubbish. It’s only a fifteen-minute walk. Here, take some of these costumes.’ She thrust a couple of cloaks into his arms, squashed the feathered hat under her elbow and peered at Viola. ‘Who’s this?’

‘’E’s with me. Jonas found ’im ’anging round the station.’

Viola hunched her shoulders, trying to make herself inconspicuous.

‘Has he got a name?’

‘Dunno.’ He lifted his shoulders. ‘Doesn’t say much.’

Maisie eyed Viola with the skill of a bridge player sensing a win, then huffed out some sort of amused snicker. Viola’s lips twitched in response. She was going to have to come up with a name soon enough. This enforced silence wasn’t anything she’d planned, but she’d allowed it to go on for too long and she’d look like a fool if she suddenly broke into a stream of words. She and Sebastian had dropped their aitches and larked about with street talk, but she wasn’t sure she’d be able to keep it up. Just another thing she hadn’t planned or thought about when she’d leapt off the train and changed into her street clothes.

‘Come on then, let’s get going.’

Cracker glared at Maisie. ‘Wot about the cab? Taylor said—’

‘I don’t care what Taylor said. It’s a waste of money. You keep it. Your friend looks as though he could do with a decent meal.’

Cracker stepped closer and whispered in Maisie’s ear.

Viola shuffled her feet, nothing more than a bit player in the unfolding drama. She had no idea what he was saying, and nothing Maisie had said made any sense except the prospect of something to eat.

Maisie gasped and covered her mouth with her hand. The feathered hat slipped from her grasp. ‘How awful. We’ll take a hansom cab.’

Viola bent and picked up the hat. It was wide brimmed, with a silken band sporting a spray of long, wispy emu feathers rather like the one she’d left on the train. She closed her eyes and rubbed them against her cheek, remembering how Sebastian had chased the long-legged creatures at the zoological gardens, then shook the thought away; hats and feathers weren’t something a street urchin would appreciate.

She lifted her head and found Maisie’s quizzical gaze roaming her face. Forcing down the flush of heat burning her cheeks, she held out the hat.

Maisie raised her eyebrows. ‘Can you carry it?’

Viola nodded and tucked the hat under her arm. If she wanted to maintain her pretence, she would have to control these girlish slips.

By the time Maisie and Viola left the theatre, Cracker had a cab drawn up at the bottom of the steps. Maisie and Cracker piled in, leaving Viola standing like a fool, not sure what to do next. Any spare room inside the cab was taken up by the pile of clothing. So much for her dreams of a safe haven and a decent meal.

‘Up you get, lad.’ The cabbie leant over and held out a hand. Viola grabbed the lifeline and eyed the wheel. She’d seen cabbies in Sydney swing up—placing one foot in the centre of the wheel between the spokes and then leaping up quickly—but now that she had to perform the manoeuvre, it wasn’t as easy as it looked. She tucked the hat tighter under her arm and heaved on the cabbie’s hand, almost landing face first, saved only by the man’s strong grasp. He huffed out an indecipherable oath, turned his mouth down at the corners and rolled his eyes, as though she’d deliberately made a fool of herself.

She clung on for dear life as the cab took off. It picked up speed and bowled down the street she and Jonas had walked along a while ago—it seemed like a lifetime—before turning sharply in the other direction, into a street lined with houses of all sizes and shapes. Single storey, two storey, workers’ cottages, what looked like some sort of barracks, and even a corner shop and a butcher, too. They kept moving down the length of the street and finally slowed outside the last house. It was large and two storeys tall, and a light shone from the front window illuminating a sign proclaiming Madame Milling, Milliner & Costumier.

Cracker was out before the cabbie drew to a halt and scooped up a great armful of clothes—not clothes, Viola thought, but costumes, something to do with the play showing at the theatre. The prospect made her skin tingle. Did they put on performances of Shakespeare’s plays? She and Sebastian had only ever seen the one at Her Majesty’s. She could remember the night as though it was yesterday—how they’d sneaked out, paid a penny each to see Twelfth Night and sat high up in the gods, transported to the fictional kingdom of Illyria . . . until that fateful journey home. Tears pooled in her eyes. She scuffed them away and patted her jacket to make sure Sebastian’s book was still safe and sound.

Maisie led the way to the front door and slipped a key into the lock. Cracker followed her inside and Viola tagged along behind. She didn’t want to be left hanging around in the dark.

A gas light spluttered to life, filling the room with a soft glow. And what a room it was. Dresses of every shape, size and hue hung along the picture rails, and a neat treadle sewing machine held pride of place at a table under the side window—Maisie must be Madame Milling, Milliner and Costumier!

But she had more pressing needs than satin and lace. It was hours since she’d last eaten. The bottomless pit that had once housed her stomach grumbled embarrassingly.

Maisie must have heard. ‘Take your friend down to the kitchen, Cracker. Mrs Orchard made some fruit cake; she’s gone to see her niece. Help yourself but leave some for Taylor.’

This conversation wasn’t what Viola had imagined. Why wasn’t Maisie asking any questions about the woman in the laneway? Perhaps she and Cracker had discussed it on the way back. And disappointingly, it didn’t look as though there was a bed for the night in the offing. She would have sold her soul for some warm water and a feather pillow, never mind a hearty meal.

One measly slice of fruit cake later, Viola trailed outside behind Cracker, leaving the warmth of the kitchen behind. Her disguise was all very well, one she was quite comfortable wearing, but she hadn’t thought any further. When she and Sebastian had gone roaming out and about, it was with a full belly, safe in the knowledge that the next meal and a comfortable bed would be waiting when they returned home. This was different, and not knowing was the worst.

She certainly didn’t relish the thought of spending the night alone on the streets in a town where women were being attacked. Before long, she’d have to break her silence and ask Cracker where they were going, and if it included a place to sleep. She slowed down and cleared her throat.

Cracker reached for her arm and pulled her into another of the interminable laneways, thick with a musty river stink. He crouched down, his back against the wall, and patted the spot beside him.

‘So wot’s your game?’ His breath warmed her cheek.

She couldn’t keep up her pretence for much longer, but how far could she trust him? She bit her tongue, trying to prevent the admission she wanted to make from spilling out.

‘You’re a girl, I know.’ His hands flew like startled birds, punctuating every word. ‘So, why’re you ’tending you’re not?’

How could he know that? Her disguise was good; it had passed numerous tests in Sydney, never ever been questioned. She swallowed, shifting her tongue around the inside of her mouth as she tried to frame an answer.

Cracker sniffed. ‘Lavender’s a dead giveaway, ’n’ the way you walk.’ He jumped to his feet and minced along the laneway, then flopped back down beside her. ‘And you grabbed for me ’and.’ He held up two fingers. ‘Twice.’

A disgruntled huff slipped between her lips. She’d hoped he hadn’t noticed.

‘So wot’s your name?’

She wasn’t going to tell him. She couldn’t—not her real name, not after Sebastian’s mention of Maitland. All coherent thought drained from her mind as she searched for a suitable name, any name, except Sebastian’s; that was almost worse than her own. Her hand reached beneath her jacket. If she could just fan the pages, Lambs’ Tales would provide a hundred and one alternatives.

‘Wot you got there?’ Cracker’s hand snaked out, and before she could blink he held the book in his hand. She snatched at it, but he moved faster, tucking it behind his back and shooting to his feet.

She delivered a hefty kick to his shin. ‘Give it back!’

‘Ah! Not can’t speak. Won’t. Thought as much.’ He held the tattered book high above his head while she danced like an organ grinder’s monkey, trying to snatch it back.

‘It’s mine. Give it to me!’

Still holding it high, he fanned the pages. Her stomach churned. Would he find Sebastian’s letter and his notes?

He tilted the frontispiece to a shaft of moonlight, his sharp face creased in a frown, his lips moving slightly, his foot tapping a tattoo. She mouthed the words she knew so well, knowing that once he’d read them, he wouldn’t have to ask her name again.
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There was no way he’d believe she was Sebastian, not after her lavender-scented, hand-holding mistakes.

The seconds ticked by, and then he snapped the book closed. ‘Nuffink like a penny dreadful.’ He handed back the book.

A penny dreadful? One of the cheap weekly serialised stories? Hardly. But then the penny truly did drop—Cracker couldn’t read.

‘So, no name.’ He tapped the side of his forehead with his index finger. ‘Penny, that’ll suit.’

It solved half her problem—he didn’t know her real name, and as soon as she had a moment alone she’d rip that front page out, tear it into a million pieces and swallow them—but Penny! A girl’s name. What was the point in disguising herself in these itchy old clothes if he was going to tell the world her name was Penny?

‘You can’t.’ She opened her eyes wide, pleading, hoping he’d be moved by her plight. Why would he? He had no idea why she was playing such a stupid game. She would have to do better, much better. ‘I’m looking for someone, it’s really important . . .’

He pursed his lips, frowned, then nodded. ‘Fair enough. Wot about Tuppence? Twice as good as Penny. Come on then. I’ll keep your secret for now, but I ain’t got much patience.’

His threat hovered in the air as he took off down the laneway. She scampered after him, tucking Lambs’ Tales safely where it belonged. She hadn’t a clue where they were going, but she hadn’t much choice. She wasn’t spending the night in a stinking laneway.

They reached the top of a grassy knoll. Below spread a wide river, a sluggish brown snake cloaked in mist, weaving its way beneath the rising moon between banks that bordered a town a deal bigger than she’d imagined.

‘’Ere.’ Cracker pointed downstream to a bridge encased in an intricate iron balustrade, stretching hundreds of feet across the river, atop great tall piers. ‘Got a camp down there. ’Ungry?’

She nodded.

‘Come on then.’

Despite the hollow feeling in her tummy that the single piece of fruit cake hadn’t managed to address, her feet suddenly refused to cooperate. Sleeping on the riverbank under a bridge was unlike anything she’d imagined. The station luggage room would be luxury by comparison. What a fool she was.

Cracker shimmied over the railing and dropped onto the deck of the bridge. Her attempt was nowhere near as elegant and she landed with a thump, a flurry of arms and legs. Before she’d regained her footing, he’d hoisted himself onto the railing, his long, relaxed strides covering the distance across the river with the skill of a tightrope walker. She had to jog along the deck to keep him in sight through the swirling mist.

When she reached the other side, Cracker had vanished. She peered over the railing, spotting the faintest glimmer of light amongst a collection of derelict timber, bricks and corrugated iron. ‘Light my way, Sebastian, you’ve brought me this far,’ she murmured and jumped off the end of the bridge.

She hit the ground like a crumpled marionette and found herself on a narrow, worn path.

‘’Ere we are.’ Cracker hauled her to her feet then held up a dangling sheet of tin and ducked underneath.

A dozen or so wide-eyed, raggedly clothed urchins stood shoulder to shoulder, armed with a collection of sticks, pots and pans and even a heavy boot, its sole dangling.

‘Stand down, boys.’ Cracker held up a lantern to her face, the sudden light blinding. ‘This ’ere’s Tuppence, ’e’s wiv me.’

Better than Penny, better than Viola, but Tuppence! What kind of name was that? She tried for a smile. With all the eyes squinting at her, she failed miserably.

‘This is Tinker, Tyke, Puddle and Sludge.’ He knuckled each of the boys on the head. ‘Where’s t’others?’

‘Eating.’ Tinker turned on his dirty, bare feet and led the way below the bridge, where a rusted sheet of corrugated iron provided shelter. A mouth-watering whiff of something warm and cheesy overwhelmed the dank miasma of the river.

Behind the makeshift screen were still more boys, squatting around a fire. A dented pot dangled from a tripod affair over the embers.

‘This ’ere’s Stu, chief cook. Reckons he’ll serve the governor one day.’ Cracker grinned. ‘Bin raiding the kitchens at the Currency Lass, ’ave you?’

The guardian of the blackened pot raised his head. ‘Leftover cheese tatties. Gotta go back and clean up the yard first light. Them cabbies left a stinking mess.’

Cracker met Viola’s gaze across the fire, his flashing eyes, almost black in the half-light, warning her not to mention the woman in the laneway.

Someone thrust a potato in its skin into her hand. ‘Watch it, it’s ’ot.’

She tossed it from hand to hand waiting for it to cool, until she couldn’t stand it a moment longer and she shovelled in a great bite, wolfing it down with a groan of delight.

‘Tuppence’s gunna stay. ’E’ll camp wiv me. Douse the fire well and good.’

She wasn’t camping with him. Not a chance.

‘Night, Cracker, night, Tuppence,’ the boys chorused.

She pulled the collar of her jacket close around her neck. ‘I’ll stay here,’ she said.

‘You ain’t.’ He gestured to a triangular shelter, made from flattened sheets of bark and a collection of small branches angled against one of the stanchions. ‘Too dangerous at night. There’s one-nighters who wander in, and the biters. No place for a girl.’

‘No one else knows,’ she hissed.

‘In you go.’ He gave her shoulder a shove. ‘Don’t argue.’

She hadn’t the strength. She dropped to her hands and knees and crawled into the surprisingly snug space. He tossed a smelly, moth-eaten horse blanket at her, rolled himself in another and sat watching while she followed suit. How Sebastian would have loved this. With the stench of sweaty horses in her nostrils and her brother’s name on her lips, she drifted off into a sleep full of dreams of the past.
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Taylor covered the last few yards at a run, cursing the fact she’d left her bicycle tucked safely in the back shed when she’d walked to the theatre, and pushed the kitchen door. Locked tight. Cracker must have told Maisie what had happened despite her instructions otherwise. In the past no one had locked their doors in Horseshoe Bend, but times were changing. Workers in the bigger cities were joining forces and making their presence felt. Strikes and protests had increased, the result of the creeping desperation the recession was causing, and the influx of people into Maitland grew every day. She reached up onto the lintel. Her fingers scuffed the key, and it dropped at her feet. Once she’d picked it up she unlocked the door and stepped inside.

Maisie sat at the table, fast asleep, with her head resting on her folded arms, and a cup of tea and a half-eaten slice of egg and bacon pie in front of her. She shouldn’t have stayed up, but Taylor could understand why. The woman in the laneway was the third to have been attacked in as many weeks. No longer a coincidence.

‘Wake up.’ She ran her hand over Maisie’s hair. ‘Come on. It’s time you were in bed.’

Maisie lurched upright, rubbing her eyes. ‘I wanted to make sure you got home.’

Taylor raised an eyebrow.

‘Cracker told me.’

‘I told him not to.’

‘Well, he did, and I’m very pleased. You can’t keep things like that to yourself. Do you know who it was? Is she going to be all right?’

Taylor rubbed her thumb and forefinger together. ‘I don’t know her name.’ The touch of the bloodied ribbon tangled in the woman’s hair hadn’t given Taylor a name, but it had given away her situation. ‘One of the women from Dillons Lane.’

‘How do you know?’

Taylor cursed her tiredness. She shouldn’t have said anything, but the whole thing had come as such a shock that she simply needed to talk about it. ‘I bought several lengths of beaded ribbon as a present when they moved into the house. She had a piece in her hair.’

‘The whores from the brothel?’

And this was why Taylor hadn’t wanted to have this conversation. Maisie was not the most altruistic of people. She meant well but, having managed through good luck and hard work to make a business for herself, she was convinced anyone could do the same. But Maisie hadn’t a child to feed and clothe, nor had she ever suffered at the hands of a fist-swinging oaf. ‘It’s not a brothel and no one should be treated the way she was.’

‘She was beaten?’

Taylor nodded. ‘The same as the other two women. She must have put up quite a fight—or her attacker was disturbed. We got her to the doctor. He’s tending her.’

‘Have you reported it to the constables?’

‘No, it’s up to her whether she reports the attack.’ And that was the problem. The women from Dillons Lane couldn’t afford to report an attack; they received no sympathy from the sergeant, and if it came up in front of the magistrate they were as likely to cop the fine as the culprit was.

‘That’s the third attack,’ Maisie repeated.

‘And more than likely the third that will go unreported. There’s nothing we can do. I’ll go back to the surgery tomorrow and see how she is, see what she wants to do.’

‘Wait a minute. Why isn’t she at the hospital? I thought the doctor was away. Someone said he’d gone back to visit family.’

‘His nephew’s stepping in—the rugby player—until he returns. He seems to know what he’s doing.’

Taylor took a sip of Maisie’s half-drunk cold tea. ‘At least she’s safe for the night. What happened to Cracker?’

‘He and his little friend took off after they’d eaten Mrs Orchard’s fruit cake. They’ll be all right, won’t they?’

‘I’m sure they’ll be fine. Cracker knows what he’s doing, and besides, it’s women who are being attacked, not street boys.’

‘But that awful camp they have under the bridge . . . someone ought to make them leave.’

Taylor gritted her teeth. Maisie’s attitude infuriated her, and it was about time she took a stand—otherwise she was as guilty and unfeeling as Maisie. ‘Where do you suggest they go?’ She pushed out of the chair. ‘Cracker’s playing a valuable role finding odd jobs here and there for the boys and making sure they don’t starve.’

Maisie yawned and lifted her shoulders. ‘What about that new boy Cracker’s got in tow? I’ve never seen him before. There’s something not quite right about him.’

‘Jonas found him at the station. Cracker’s taken him under his wing. I’m going to try to find somewhere more suitable for Cracker and his boys. Maybe let them make use of the shed, down the back.’

‘You can’t! Whatever would Mrs Montague say when she and Connie return? We’d both be out on our ears and then I’d have nowhere for my shop. And a bunch of down-and-out street boys hardly adds to the atmosphere I’m trying to create. Just as things are really looking up.’ She gave a loud huff.

‘Maisie, will you stop for one minute and think about others? You can’t turn your back on people just because they’re not as lucky as you.’

‘You are impossible to reason with. I’m going to bed.’

With that Maisie thumped out of the kitchen. Taylor leant back in the chair and stretched out her legs. On the surface Maitland was such a well-heeled town, with its beautiful buildings, schools and social life; but then there was the other side—the street boys and the women from Dillons Lane who had no alternative but to earn their living any way they could, paid more often than not by the very men whose wives believed themselves the custodians of the town’s morals.
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Monday, 11 July, 1892

Viola rolled over and eased herself upright. The first inkling of dawn showed through the gaps between the branches of the small shelter, but she was dry and warm and had slept better than she’d dared hope. Only the very top of Cracker’s head showed at one end of the blanket on the other side of the shelter. She rubbed her hands over her face and dislodged the accumulated sleep from her eyes then peeled the blanket back. She shivered in the morning air, and with it came the realisation that she couldn’t decide what to do next until she had found the time to sit somewhere quiet and decipher the rest of Sebastian’s notes.

But before she could do that, she had to send a telegram to Uncle Edwin. In her mind’s eye she could see the express train pulling into Brisbane station, the doors opening and Uncle Edwin tapping his cane as passenger after passenger descended, not one of them his grieving niece to whom he had the kindness to offer succour.

The Telegraph Office had to be in the high street—she’d noticed several official-looking buildings the night before. Careful not to wake Cracker, she unravelled the blanket and crawled on her hands and knees out of the shelter. A heavy mist hovered over the river, blanketing the camp, and the only sign of any of the other boys was a series of bundles curled around the remains of the fire.

Stooping to tie her laces as she got to the bridge, she glanced around. Still no sound or sign of anyone, so she took a deep breath and bolted along the bridge, bent double, hoping the wrought-iron balustrade would provide some cover.

By the time she reached the end of the bridge she was puffing and heaving like a steam train, but she couldn’t see or hear anyone following. She clambered up the embankment, turned onto the deserted street and headed into town. Once again her stomach rumbled and her mouth cried out for a drink; tea would be delicious, water better than nothing. Never, ever again would she take Mrs Speedwell’s services for granted.

She stuffed her hand into her trouser pocket, her fingers closing around the purse Sinclair had given her. At the same time her nostrils twitched—she lifted her nose and inhaled the warm, inviting aroma of fresh bread. Like a hound, she followed the toasty caramel scent until she came to a halt outside a baker’s shop, the door invitingly propped open and rack after rack of loaves stacked up on the counter. She stepped inside just as a rotund figure appeared carrying a tray of round domed cobs, their crusts thick and golden brown. He dumped them on the counter and peered at her from beneath his flat white cap, then wiped his hands down his apron and raised his eyebrows. ‘What can I do for you?’

‘One of them.’ She took out her purse and pulled out a sixpence.

‘And where did you get that?’ He slammed his fists onto his hips. ‘I ain’t taking that. Got a good mind to call the constables.’

‘It’s mine.’ She jutted her chin and glared at him, then a shiver of horror rippled across her skin. Another foolish mistake. No street boy would be seen carrying a leather purse full of coin. She cleared her throat. ‘Cook asked me to come and buy some bread. It’s her purse.’ And no street boy would speak like that. The silver spoon and accompanying arrogance had to go.

The baker shook his head from side to side. ‘Don’t give me that hogwash. Here.’ He picked up a loaf and held it out. ‘This is yours, but you get that purse back to its rightful owner, and if I see you hangin’ around here again there won’t be a second chance.’ He thrust the loaf into her hands. ‘Get out of here before I change me mind.’

Tucking the bread under her arm, Viola shot out of the shop and down the street. Never mind the scent of lavender giving her away—if she was going to survive she was going to have to start thinking ahead. And a scruffy street boy running down the road with a fresh loaf of bread tucked under his arm would alert just about everyone. She slowed down, broke a piece off the loaf then tucked the remainder under her jacket, where it nestled like a warm brick against her shirt. Then she strolled nonchalantly down the street, savouring the chunk of freshly baked bread.

The mist had begun to lift, and the shopkeepers were opening their shutters and sweeping the footpath outside their businesses, preparing for the day. Chewing slowly, she wandered along, eyes searching the buildings looking for something that resembled a telegraph office.

Across the street she spotted a very grand building topped by an impressive clock tower, which told her it was a quarter to eight, later than she’d thought. An arched colonnade wrapped around the corner into the next street, a sort of smaller version of Farmers department store in Sydney. Dodging the increasing number of drays and wagons, she crossed the road and stood in front of a pair of doors, the sign proclaiming it to be the Telegraph Office. Stuffing the remainder of the bread into her mouth, she attempted to shoulder open the door—to no avail. She peered through the windows. No sign of anyone. She stepped back and saw a small poster showing the opening hours . . . oh, she’d have to wait. Tucking herself into the corner alongside the door, she pulled out the loaf and broke off another piece.

‘You gunna share that?’

Halfway through swallowing her mouthful, she spluttered and stared up. Cracker stood, hand on one hip, sporting a cheeky red kerchief around his neck. How had he known where to find her? She wiped the back of her hand across her mouth and held out the loaf.

‘Ta.’ He took it, settled down next to her and broke off a chunk. ‘Expectin’ somefink? Letter? Parcel?’

This was going to be tricky. How to explain? Perhaps the truth—or something close—would be easiest. ‘I was gunna go to Brisbane, see me uncle. Don’t want to. I gotta tell him I ain’t coming.’ Warmth flooded her cheeks; she sounded ridiculous. But Cracker seemed too intent on his bread and simply grunted.

The weight of his silence set her nerves on edge. If the Telegraph Office would just open, she could go inside and put an end to her discomfort. She fidgeted a bit and broke off another piece of bread, but she couldn’t eat it. Her mouth was dry, and her heart wouldn’t stop thumping.

‘Why Maitland?’

Cracker’s question hit like a gut punch. She sucked in a breath. How was she going to answer that?

Before she had a chance to respond, he narrowed his eyes. ‘And why the clothes?’

Panic crawled up her spine. Where to start? How could she explain something she didn’t even know herself? How to describe the bond she and Sebastian shared, and the unshakable belief she had that he was right—and Sinclair was up to no good.

The rattle of the chain and padlock and the opening of the door saved her from having to answer Cracker’s questions—for now. Not for much longer. She shot to her feet and was inside before he’d moved an inch.

Spotting a sign bearing a hand with the index finger pointing upwards and beneath it the word Telegrams, she took a quick breath, delved into her pocket and took out the purse. She turned to the wall and picked out a shilling, then made her way sedately up the stairs, determined not to repeat her mistake in the baker’s shop.

A row of cubby holes lined one wall. She picked up a pencil attached to a long piece of string and filled in the form. She could only use ten words . . .

TRIP DELAYED STOP WILL ADVISE NEW DATE STOP

And then she paused, chewing the end of the pencil. Did she dare? She did.

CLARA

There. She’d kept it short and to the point. She was certain Uncle Edwin wouldn’t question Mama’s signature and contact Sinclair. If he did overcome his outrage at Mama and Sinclair’s ‘indecent haste’ and managed to write, it would take days for a letter to arrive, and she’d be in Brisbane or home within the week. She handed the form and a shilling over at the counter.

Moments later she was back outside, where Cracker stood lounging against the wall, a cocky tilt to his head as he made short work of the remains of the cob. ‘All fixed?’

She nodded, waiting for him to return to his earlier questions. Surprisingly, he didn’t.

‘Come on, we’re gunna go to the river.’

‘Why?’

He dodged across the road and into one of the laneways, possibly the same way they’d gone the night before but she couldn’t be sure. ‘It’s Monday.’

As if that answered any questions. But she had little else to do, and she needed somewhere quiet to sit and read the rest of Sebastian’s notes and come up with answers—not only for Cracker but for herself. He seemed to know all about the town; should she mention the name Bill Boxer? A seat on the riverbank seemed as good a place as any, and the morning mist had burned off, leaving a clear blue sky.

Once they’d crossed the high street, they headed away from the boys’ camp and the bridge and turned into the street where Maisie and Taylor lived. ‘Are we seeing Maisie and Taylor?’

‘Nope. Told you, it’s Monday. They’re workin’.’

‘Then where are we going?’

‘Monday’s . . . washing day.’

Washing day? Why was he being so cagey? Probably payback because she’d refused to answer his questions. She ground to a halt. ‘Tell me.’

He turned slowly and smiled. ‘Thought you’d like a surprise. Goin’ to the baths.’

‘Baths?’

‘Floatin’ baths. Least they were ’til the moorings broke. Boys ’ave a wash Mondays.’

They reached the end of the street and followed the river around the bend. Shouts and splashes filled the air, the boys cavorting in the river, carrying on a treat, jumping and diving from what looked remarkably like the roof of a submerged building.

A dilapidated walkway, supported by piers, ran around all four sides of the roof to form a covered pool, not unlike the ocean baths at Bronte.

‘Wanna swim?’ Cracker’s raised eyebrow framed his cheeky grinning face.

Not a chance in Hades. Apart from the fact the water would be freezing, she had no intention of taking her clothes off and swimming with those boys, all those pale bodies. They might have their trousers on, but once wet it didn’t leave much to the imagination. Did street boys wear undergarments? Sebastian always had. She gave a dramatic shudder. ‘Too cold. I bathed in Sydney.’

‘That’d be afore you dressed like a boy ’n’ made your ’ands and face dirty, would it?’ He threw the words over his shoulder as he raced across the grass, pulling off his jacket and shirt and hat and throwing his lithe, sinewy body into the river with an ear-splitting shriek of pure joy.

She was going to have to come up with a better explanation for her disguise.

Climbing back up the bank, she settled on the bench seat overlooking the baths and pulled out the book. The enormity of the task Sebastian had set her hung like a storm cloud. Any one of those boys could be Bill Boxer, but Sebastian had said the blood transfusion that worked was a boy close to his own age, so she imagined he’d be older, more like Cracker’s age. There had to be clues in Lambs’ Tales that she’d missed.

She found the page of cross-hatched writing and rotated the book, studying the notes she’d read on the train.

He doesn't care about a cure. He wants power and glory.

Her finger stalled.

There is no cure, but he refuses to abandon his quest. He's experimenting on boys—orphans and urchins—bleeding them dry, using their bodies for his research.

A sudden bellow and a whole lot of whistle blowing brought Viola back to the present. She blinked at the two constables brandishing truncheons who were galloping down the bank to the baths. A grin tugged her lips at the sight.

She stuffed the book back under her jacket and edged closer to the river. A couple of the boys—Tyke and Puddle, perhaps; they all looked the same wringing wet and dripping—made a dash up the bank.

That grating chirr-chirr-chirrup sound she’d first heard in the laneway echoed, and the boys ground to a halt. The two constables had collected all their clothing and Cracker was rounding them up, calling them with the strange sound and a beckoning wave of his arm. Heads hanging, the boys trailed back down the slope. Others appeared from the shelter of the baths and huddled around Cracker.

The constables did a lot of gesturing and shouting, but nothing she could clearly hear. Then one by one the boys bent to the pile of clothes, wiped themselves down and dressed, before they were herded back up the slope.

Cracker remained behind, pulling on his clothes and tying his red kerchief back around his neck. Once the group had crested the hill, he ducked behind the tree to where Viola was hiding. ‘Sludge’s gone.’ He dropped a dirty pile of clothes on the ground in front of her. ‘Hidin’ somewhere. Too many run-ins with the constables. He’s scared. Can you find him?’

‘But what about you? What will happen?’

He wrinkled his nose. ‘Not much. The sergeant’ll stamp and shout and complain. P’raps we’ll get to see the magistrate. Cop a fine.’ He wrinkled his nose. ‘’E’ll say we’re vagabonds, homeless vagrants. No fixed abode.’

‘Oi! Get up here, Cracker,’ Constable Bonnet bellowed through his cupped hands. Without another glance at her, Cracker loped off up the hill, his dangling boots banging against the side of his sinewy legs.

Viola stayed sheltered behind the tree while the boys were herded over the brow of the bank. A flush of shame heated her skin. She hadn’t swum so hadn’t done anything wrong, yet she felt guilty, as though she should have gone with them. The least she could do was find Sludge—and maybe, just maybe, she might come across Bill Boxer.
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Taylor rolled out of bed and stood at the washstand, shivering, as she scrubbed at her fingernails trying to remove the traces of blood. Far too tired the night before, she’d pulled off her clothes, slipped into her nightgown and fallen asleep before her head touched the pillow. Shame she hadn’t taken the time to bring some hot water upstairs and clean herself up. Maisie had annoyed her with her holier-than-thou attitude; the women in Dillons Lane deserved better. It was no one’s business how they earnt their money. More to the point, they had very little alternative; every one of them had children to care for and menfolk who’d upped and gone. Between them they’d managed to work together, and keep a roof, albeit a dilapidated one, over their heads. Under Bertha’s guidance they’d created an agreement where those who had work brought in the money, and those who didn’t took care of the children and the household duties. Bertha ensured the children attended the local school, which kept them out of trouble, and handed out jobs and responsibilities. Not much different to Cracker and his band of boys.

She towelled herself dry, buttoned her shirt, pulled on her stockings and boots and grimaced in the mirror as she wrangled her unruly curls into some sort of order. If she gave breakfast a miss she’d have time to call in at the doctor’s and see if there was anything she could do to help before she was expected at work.

She slipped out of the kitchen door, wheeled her bicycle past the front of the house and pedalled along Carrington Street. At the Mercury offices she wove onto the high street, full as always with wagons, drays, buggies and hansom cabs. Within five minutes she’d arrived on the corner of Smith Street. She propped her bicycle against the front window, walked around to the back and hammered on the closed door.

After an age, a pair of large hands lifted the blind and a tousled head appeared behind the glass. The doctor blinked owlishly at her, nodded and disappeared. More frustrating minutes passed, then the blind snapped up and the door opened. ‘Miss Fotherby, good morning. I’m sorry to keep you waiting. My housekeeper must have stepped out.’ He scratched at the sandy stubble on his chin.

‘I hope I’m not disturbing you,’ Taylor said. ‘I wanted to see how your patient is, see if there’s anything I can do before I go to work.’

‘To work? How novel.’

Taylor gritted her teeth. ‘I work for Messrs Brown, the solicitors, as a clerk.’ A little more than that, but she had no intention of getting into the details now. It was always an uphill battle explaining that, despite the fact she was female, she had sufficient intelligence to master a typewriter and make herself useful.

‘I see. Come in, come in. To be honest I’m not sure how she is. Your knocking woke me. It was well past two in the morning before I felt happy to leave her. Follow me.’

He led the way through the kitchen and stopped outside a door marked Surgery, his finger on his lips. ‘I don’t want to disturb her if she’s sleeping. Once I’d cleaned up her injuries she seemed quite settled. She told me her name was Flo . . .’

He cracked open the door. The examination table stood in the centre of the room, a neat pile of folded sheets the only occupant.

‘Where is she?’

‘I’m afraid I have absolutely no idea.’ He peered around the room, looked behind a screen and then ducked down to have a quick look under the examination table. When his bright red face reappeared, he let out a huff. ‘It would seem she’s taken herself off.’ He cleared his throat. ‘I suppose that’s a good sign.’

Or a sign that she simply couldn’t afford to pay the doctor. ‘Let me cover your fee. After all, I called you.’

He shook his head. ‘That won’t be necessary. Although I would very much like to know if she’s recovering. She’s suffering from serious bruising and abrasions, never mind a missing tooth.’ His gaze roamed the room again. ‘Do you have any idea where we might find her?’

‘Possibly. I’ll make some enquiries. You said her name was Flo?’

‘That’s what she told me just before I gave her a draught of laudanum to help her sleep. I would have expected her to still be somewhat impaired. Perhaps I should come with you. Will you report it to the police?’

‘I’d rather she made the decision. This isn’t the first attack in the town. The difficulty is that the sergeant doesn’t take matters seriously and women tend not to report an attack because the blame is usually laid firmly in their lap.’

A look of something akin to relief crossed his face as she left the surgery, most probably because he wasn’t expected to deal with the matter.

Moments later, she was speeding down the high street, hat tucked firmly in the basket of her bike. All things being equal, she should be at Dillons Lane in fifteen minutes; a quick word with Bertha and then she would arrive at work just before nine. Young Mr Brown rarely clock watched, and neither did she—one of the advantages of establishing her willingness to work late when the situation demanded.

Hopefully she’d find Bertha tending Flo, and the other women looking after the children. She coasted to a halt at the end of the lane, dismounted and walked her bicycle towards the back entrance to the house. The sound of voices wafted out in the morning breeze, along with the smell of wood smoke and the slightly acrid odour of lye soap. Washing day.

She rested her bicycle against the hedge and pushed open the gate. ‘Hello! It’s just me—Taylor. Is Bertha around?’

The two women bent over the coppers in a haze of steam caught sight of her and straightened up. ‘Taylor! Come in, come in. Bertha’s in the kitchen keeping the little ones out of trouble while we deal with this lot. If you see Rosie, can you tell her to get a move on and bring the sheets down?’

Taylor skirted the puddles around the huge coppers and made for the kitchen at the back of the house. Half a dozen grubby little faces peered up at her as she pushed the door open. ‘Hello there! Where’s Bertha?’

‘Getting the jam—we’re making tarts.’ A bright-eyed cherub brandishing a small wooden rolling pin wiped her nose on the back of her hand and picked up a circle of pastry.

‘Oh! Very nice. I hope you save one for me.’

‘You’ll want a cast-iron stomach if you’re going to eat them,’ said Bertha as she came into the room. The children’s high-pitched titter accompanied her warning. ‘What can I do for you, Taylor? A cuppa?’

‘It’s only a quick call. Can we have a word? Outside, perhaps?’

‘Give me a moment, lovey, let me sort out the jam and they can fill their tarts—their stomachs, more like—while we chat.’ The diminutive woman pulled down her mob-cap, dusted off her hands and ladled a generous helping ofjam into several bowls. ‘Go and take the weight off. The sun’ll be on the seat outside by now.’

Taylor strolled out and settled on the plank supported by two stumps of firewood, her back against the wall of the kitchen. She turned her face to the sun. But for the topic of conversation, she’d be happy to while away some time with a cup of tea. She still felt groggy after her late night.

As if by magic, a warm cup landed in her hands, and she snapped her eyes open. ‘Thank you. Just what I needed. I missed breakfast. I wanted to talk to you, find out if there’s someone called Flo living here.’

‘Flo? Yeah. Turned up a month or so ago. Not sure if she’s home yet. Her boys Mikey and Sam’ll know. I’ll have a word when they bring the eggs in.’ She paused and frowned. ‘Why?’

Before Taylor had the chance to reply, she brought her hands to her cheeks. ‘Oh no! Not another one?’

‘I’m afraid so. We found her last night in the laneway between the theatre and the Currency Lass.’

Bertha groaned. ‘And someone ’ad . . .’ she screwed up her face, ‘... ’ad a go at her?’

‘I’m afraid so. I called the doctor, and we took her back to his rooms. She was a bit of a mess.’

‘Better there than anywhere else.’

‘That’s the problem, she’s not,’ Taylor said. ‘There was a ribbon tangled in her hair—that’s how I guessed she lived here. I thought maybe she’d come home.’

Bertha mopped her face with the corner of her apron and shook her head. ‘Never know whether those ribbons are a good or bad thing. But the girls like them—makes ’em feel as though they belong. Poor old Flo. She had such a bad time with her husband, pig of a man. She’ll be lying low somewhere, worried the doctor will have reported it to the sergeant. But she can’t work if her face is mashed up—she’ll probably turn up back here eventually.’

‘That’s part of the reason I’m here. This is the third attack in as many weeks. The sergeant is going to have to be notified. We can’t complain about him doing nothing if we don’t give him a chance.’

Bertha shot to her feet, her teacup flying to the ground. ‘It’s all very well for you; the girls here don’t get a say. No one believes a word they say, and they end up in front of the magistrate and land a fine.’

‘I know. I know. But we must do something. Try to find the person responsible. Have you any idea where Flo might have gone?’

Bertha shrugged her shoulders. ‘Any number of places. Got family in Singleton, if I remember rightly. The only women I have here are the ones with little ’uns that need minding. She’ll be back, though—she won’t leave her boys. Last I heard, Mikey and Sam’s good-for-nothing father had gone north. Give Flo a bit longer; she’ll come home.’

Taylor sighed. All well and good, but any chance of catching the culprit would diminish the longer it was left. ‘I’ve got to go to work. We’ll give it a couple of days before notifying the sergeant. Please let me know if Flo comes back, or if you hear where she is. Fair enough? We’ve got to put a stop to this.’ Taylor stood, handed the empty teacup back to Bertha and brushed down her skirt. ‘You know where to find me.’

She ambled back down the path, raised a hand in farewell to the two women stirring the coppers, picked up her bicycle and followed the track along the river towards town.

Three women attacked in as many weeks. They had to be connected. With a huff of disgust, she rounded the bend by the police station and stopped short.

The two constables were herding a group of very wet and soggy young boys across the road and, unless she was very much mistaken, Cracker was bringing up the rear. She scooted her bicycle off the road and came to a halt. ‘Good morning, Constable Bonnet, Constable Button.’ She propped her bicycle against the streetlamp. ‘Is there a problem?’

‘Miss Fotherby.’ Bonnet nodded his head and grimaced. ‘You could say so. These little buggers, beggin’ your pardon, Miss, were at it again, contravening public decency laws, swimming out of hours. A violation of local regulations designed to ensure safety and order, never mind propriety.’ He cuffed Tinker around the ears, then neatly dodged a kick to his shins. ‘They’ve been given numerous warnings. Know the rules. No public bathing between the hours of six in the morning and eight at night. They’re going to have to come up before the magistrate—it’s past the warning stage.’

The boys all turned their pleading eyes towards her.

‘Constable, if you need a guarantee for the boys, I’ll deposit it.’

‘No, no. Just make sure they’re all . . .’ he glared at each of the boys in turn, ‘... at the courthouse Monday morning at nine. All nine of them.’

Nine. Taylor did a quick head count. Sludge was missing, and Jonas and the new boy. What was his name? She frowned at Cracker. His eyes slid to the bridge.

Taylor reached out and grabbed his collar. ‘Cracker, if you want me to sort this out, you make damn sure you’re all present and correct next Monday. Is that all, Constable Bonnet?’

‘For now. I can’t guarantee it’ll only be a fine. There’s the question of vagrancy too, that camp of theirs down under the bridge. It’s an eyesore. Never mind a health hazard.’

‘We’ll see you at the courthouse next Monday at nine sharp.’

She herded the boys towards the bridge then stopped, gathering them into a tight group. ‘Where’s Sludge and Jonas, and that new boy, the one you had in tow last night?’

‘Don’t know where Jonas is. At the station still? And Sludge and Tuppence, they weren’t swimming.’

Tuppence? How had he managed to acquire that name? ‘Fair enough. Off you go. Try to stay out of trouble. I’m late for work.’

With a shake of her head, she made her way back to collect her bicycle. No matter what Maisie thought, she was going to have to find them somewhere else to live, and bathe, before they came up in front of the magistrate. Sergeant Black was determined to run the boys out of town—worse, see them carted down to the asylum for destitute children in Sydney or, if they were charged, it might be a stint at the reformatory on Cockatoo Island.
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Once the constables had cleared off, Viola made her way down to the riverbank, where the old baths lay wedged between the tree roots and rocks in the glassy water. She edged closer and peered down below the surface to the skeletal remains of a walkway and pontoons, which must have once housed a small, netted pool. Strands of frayed, worn rope waved beneath the water like river weed. Steps led down from the outer decking into the water, but she could see no sign of Sludge.

She cupped her hands around her mouth. ‘Sludge! Sludge! Come out. It’s safe now.’

Not a sound in answer, no movement on the surface of the gently flowing, green water, nor on the floating timbers of the baths.

‘Sludge!’ she called again, setting off a pair of kookaburras, as she continued to walk the length of the roof line along the bank.

The sun slipped behind a cloud and a sudden gust of wind raised the hairs on her neck. She peered down, the structure of the building clearer in the shadows. There, snagged on a broken strut, a length of patterned material waved beneath the surface. Her pulse raced as the material became clearer—the earthy colours and Indian paisley pattern so very similar to Mama’s favourite shawl.

She slipped and slid further down the bank until she was knee deep in the muddy water. Still no sign of Sludge, just the shawl swaying and weaving like a stranded creature as it fought the current and the splintered wood that had snagged it.

Reaching out her hand, she grasped the corner of the roof and heaved herself onto one of the buckled planks. Water lapped ankle deep as she edged her way along, step by careful step, until she reached the spot above the shawl. Slowly crouching down, she settled onto her stomach and stretched into the dank water until her fingers reached the fringe of the shawl.

‘Can’t get it orf.’

Her hand flew from the water as she rolled over, trying to regain her feet, knees buckling she edged back onto the bank. Only when she had two feet firmly planted in the mud did she turn and peer back.

Sludge sat, perched on the corner of the roof, his shock of black hair plastered to his skull, knuckles clasped to his mouth and great shivers wracking his body. ‘Tried but I can’t. There’s somefink down there but I ain’t gettin’ in.’

And nor was she. ‘Come down here, to me.’ She stretched out a hand, hoping the tone of her voice gave a sufficient mix of encouragement and reason to entice him off the dangerously sloping roof.

Encouragement and reason he didn’t need, as it turned out. He pushed himself to his feet, took two long running strides and jumped onto the bank, landing neatly a couple of feet from her, in a shower of mud and river water. He shook himself like a dog, spraying water hither and thither, then gazed up at her, tears welling in his smoky eyes.

‘What is it?’

After a moment or two he wiped his hand under his nose. ‘Eyes lookin’ at me. All blue and starin’. A body.’

Surely not one of the boys. ‘Do you know who?’

His scrawny shoulders hitched to his ears. ‘Maybe.’

He didn’t sound very convincing. ‘We need to get help. We’ll go to the police station. Come along.’ She took two steps closer and reached out her hand.

He shied away. ‘Not going nowhere near them constables.’ He backed up. ‘They’ll say I pushed ’im.’

‘Of course they won’t, but we have to report it.’ She couldn’t leave Sludge here. Cracker had asked her to find him. She owed Cracker more than that after the way he’d looked after her last night. Then her mind flashed back to the laneway where she’d tripped over the body. ‘How about we go and find Miss Fotherby? She’ll know what to do.’

Sludge wiped his eyes with the back of his hand then gave a reluctant nod.

‘Cracker left your clothes; they’re up there under the tree.’

As he trudged off up the hill, Viola paused, unbuttoned her jacket and pulled the book from the inside pocket, checking for water damage. It hadn’t occurred to her until she got back to the bank that it might have got wet; there were notes she needed to reread, ones she hadn’t committed to memory. She ran her hand over the cover and fanned the pages. No damage done. A little damp, perhaps, but nothing permanent.

‘You comin’ or not?’

Viola lifted her head. Sludge stood at the top of the bank, head tipped to one side like an inquisitive willy wagtail. ‘Had to sort myself out. I’m a bit wet,’ she said. ‘Do you know where Miss Fotherby works?’

‘Yep. Elgin Street, near the school. Not too far.’ He spun around and vanished over the bank.

Best foot forward then. She had no idea where Elgin Street was, but she was certain they’d have to go back along Carrington. Maybe they could check with Miss Milling and ask where Miss Fotherby was.

Heaving and puffing, Viola finally caught up with Sludge as they reached Carrington Street. She grabbed his arm and dragged in a breath. ‘We’ll stop at Miss Milling’s shop. Make sure Miss Fotherby isn’t there.’

Sludge wrinkled his nose. ‘She don’t like boys near ’er shop.’

Viola looked down at her filthy wet trousers and the layers of mud caking her boots. There was so much she took for granted; so many people who wouldn’t give a street boy the time of day. It hadn’t happened in Sydney when she and Sebastian were out and about, but then their trips were short-lived, and if they got themselves into strife they’d leg it back home as fast as they could, safe in the knowledge that if worst came to worst their name would keep them out of trouble. Never, ever again would she judge someone by their circumstances.

Sludge kept walking, right past the house. She slowed. The door to the shop was open but there didn’t seem to be anyone about. She snuck up the pathway behind the cover of the hedge then squeezed through a gap and peered in the side window. Miss Milling sat at her whirring sewing machine, a great length of blue satin cascading across her lap. Viola wiped her hand over her mouth, hoping her face wasn’t too dirty, tucked the escaping wisps of hair back under her cap, sucked in a deep breath of privet-scented air and knocked on the window.

Miss Milling’s head came up with a jerk. Her mouth gaped, and she jumped to her feet and pulled up the sash. ‘Go away!’ She flapped her hand.

‘I need Miss Fotherby. Is she here?’

‘No, she is not. She’s working. We can’t all spend the day roaming around doing as we please. Now go.’ The sash came down with a thump.

She ran back down the pathway and into the street, where Sludge stood a bit further along, lolling against one of the trees. ‘Miss Fotherby—’

‘Don’t call 'er that. She’s Taylor. She don’t mind. Not like that one.’ He tipped his head to the shop, where Maisie stood, arms folded, in the doorway.

‘Taylor’s at work.’

‘Told you.’

‘Come on then.’ She paused for a moment; she had to ask. ‘Are you sure you saw someone in the water?’ Please don’t let it be one of Cracker's little band, or even Bill Boxer.

Sludge lifted his shoulders, and his elfin face paled. ‘I . . . I . . .’ He drew in a shuddering breath. ‘Eyes all blue and starin’.’

His grimy hand slipped into hers and she gave it a squeeze. He was such a tiny, skinny little lad; he couldn’t be more than ten. How had he spent the first years of his life? She opened her mouth to ask, almost trod in a pile of horse manure and thought better of it. He’d tell her when, and if, he was ready.

‘How much further?’

‘Not long. Round ’ere.’

‘Sludge, hang on a minute.’ She reached for his arm and slowed him down. ‘Do you know anyone called Bill Boxer?’

He looked up at her, his face screwed up, his nose wrinkled, then he shook his head. ‘Nah. Never ’eard of no Bill Boxer.’ He turned the corner.

She recognised the high street the minute they set foot in the bustling thoroughfare, and she stuck close to Sludge as he sidestepped through the chaos with amazing dexterity.

Sludge slid to a halt and pointed to a smart two-storey terrace house on the corner of Elgin Street. A large sign swung in the breeze announcing Messrs Brown & Brown. ‘I’ll stay ’ere.’

‘I need you to come with me. You saw . . .’

Sludge took off at a gallop and dodged into one of the laneways that laced the town.

Viola wiped her hand across her damp forehead, pulled down her jacket, sucked in a deep breath and pushed open the door.

Taylor sat front and centre in a large room, the back wall lined with bookshelves and the two side walls with upright chairs, all thankfully empty. The bell on her typewriter pinged and she lifted her head.

‘Hello. What are you doing here?’ She smiled, pushed back her chair and crossed the floor.

A far better reception than Miss Milling’s. ‘We’ve got a problem.’

‘We?’ Taylor narrowed her eyes, and a smile tweaked the corner of her mouth.

Viola’s mind darted back to the night before when she’d first seen her, while she was keeping silent in some forlorn hope it would help her disguise. Too late now. She’d given herself away. She cleared her throat. ‘Yeah, we . . . Sludge won’t come in.’

‘Ah! I wondered why he wasn’t with the boys when I saw them at the police station. Come and sit down.’ She led the way to one of the chairs against the wall and patted the space next to her. ‘Are you going to tell me your name?’

Viola swallowed. No choice really. ‘Tuppence.’ Not wanting to dirty the chair, she wiped the seat of her trousers with the palm of her hand and sat down. ‘Cracker asked me to find Sludge. I was reading. He did a runner when he saw the constables.’

‘Reading?’

Too much information. Certainly not the time to mention Lambs’ Tales. ‘There’s a shawl snagged in the nets at the baths.’ She threaded her fingers together. This was far harder than she had expected. ‘Sludge says he saw a body in the water.’

There, she’d said it.
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Taylor ran her fingers through her hair. What was it about this boy? ‘A body?’ First Flo in the laneway and now a body in the river—he was a magnet for trouble. Never mind the fact he’d found his voice and had just wiped the seat of his trousers before he sat on her carefully dusted chair. What street boy worried about where he sat? She turned a little and let her gaze roam his face and body—skinny, but he seemed fine boned, not gangly, as though he’d already grown into his frame, a healthy tinge to his skin. ‘So, you were sitting on the riverbank reading. What were you reading?’

Tuppence’s hand shot defensively under his oversized jacket, and then a hint of colour stole across his cheeks.

Taylor wriggled her fingers. ‘Come on. Show me.’

‘It’s mine.’ He folded his arms across his chest. ‘I ain’t stolen it.’ His voice had taken on a different cadence, whiny, more in keeping with his filthy clothes and the river stench hanging in a cloud around him.

‘Can you read?’

‘What’s it to you?’ He stuck out his plump lower lip.

Nothing more than blatant curiosity, but there was something different about him, as Maisie had noted. ‘You’re quite right. Not my business.’

Tuppence’s shoulders dropped and a small sigh slipped between his lips.

‘Did you see this body?’

He shook his head. ‘Saw a shawl in the netting. Sludge says he saw a face. Blue eyes, starin’, he said.’

Drowned then, if Sludge was to be believed. ‘Do you think Sludge might have imagined it?’

‘I dunno.’

‘Did he say if it was a man or a woman?’

‘A boy.’ He shook his head. ‘I shouldn’t’ve come . . . after the laneway last night.’ He screwed up his pale face, then pushed to his feet, as weary as an old man.

‘I’ll go and tell Mr Brown I’m going for some lunch, and we’ll have a look. How does that sound? You go and see if you can find Sludge. I need to hear what he has to say.’

The boy made his way to the door, opening and closing it quietly behind him. There was something odd about him. He didn’t speak like the other boys; he was more educated no matter how he tried to run his words together and drop the odd aitch here and there.

She raised her hand and knocked on the junior Mr Brown’s office door.

‘Come.’

‘Mr Brown, would it be all right if I went and got some lunch? I missed breakfast.’ She pulled a rueful smile. ‘Can I fetch you anything?’

‘No, no thank you. Mr Brown and I have a luncheon appointment. Take the key with you in case we’re out when you return. I’m sure you have work to do.’ He gave her a pointed look.

‘Thank you.’ She took the set of keys he held out and closed his office door behind her, reached for her hat, then changed her mind. She didn’t need a hat for climbing around the floating baths.

Out in the street she found Tuppence and a somewhat despondent-looking Sludge propped against the wall. ‘Ready? I haven’t got much time, so we’ll have to be quick.’

She bundled the two boys across the street and set a cracking pace. ‘Come on, Sludge.’

He ground to a halt, his eyes shooting from side to side as though searching for an escape.

‘It won’t take long.’ The last thing she wanted was for Sludge to think she didn’t believe him and take off, particularly if Tuppence hadn’t seen anything other than a shawl, which could belong to anyone. ‘Now is there anything else you can tell me? Did you see a face?’

He shuddered. ‘Blue eyes staring.’ His own face paled alarmingly.

‘Sludge, I want you to think hard. Could you tell if it was a man or a woman?’ Surely it wasn’t Flo or another of the Dillons Lane women.

He scrunched up his face, closed his eyes, then flashed them open again. ‘Not a man, not a woman. A boy. Not real big. Bigger than me. Hair like mine, but stuck on ’is face.’

That didn’t bode well. It was impossible to tell whether it was imagination or fact, a reflection even. ‘Anything else you can think of, Tuppence?’

He shook his head. ‘Just the shawl, a paisley pattern.’

‘Paisley?’ Taylor tried to control her tone of surprise. How would a street boy know what a paisley pattern was? ‘What colour?’

‘Earthy, orange and brown, and green maybe. ’Ard to tell under the water. Wiv a fringe.’

Whatever it was Tuppence liked to read had honed his descriptive abilities. Stranger and stranger.

They turned into Odd Street. Neither of the boys moved; just stood shuffling their feet. ‘Come on. The sooner we get this sorted out the better.’

Feeling a little like a sheepdog, Taylor ushered the boys along towards the river.

The surreal sight of the roof floating on the surface came into view the moment they crested the bank. A lone figure stood balanced on the roof, looking out at the water.

‘Cracker!’ Sludge took off like a hound picking up the scent then came to a slithering halt at the water’s edge.

Taylor pushed her hair back from her face. What was Cracker doing here? The last time she’d seen him she’d sent him off with the other boys from the police station with strict instructions to stay out of trouble.

The moment Cracker caught sight of Sludge, he slumped in what looked to Taylor like relief. Some sort of heated discussion took place. Sludge pointed at the water, Cracker following his gaze, then Cracker pointing his own finger like an outraged fishwife and Sludge hanging his head. Cracker reached down into the water for something, then made his way back to the bank.

By the time Taylor made it down to the edge of the water, Cracker had finished haranguing Sludge and they were both waiting somewhat sheepishly.

Cracker scuffed Sludge’s hair. ‘Sludge finks he might’ve made a mistake. Don’t you, mate?’

Taylor raised her eyebrow. ‘I wasn’t expecting to see you here, Cracker.’

‘Was worried about Sludge. Asked Tuppence to find him but they didn’t come back.’ He stuck out his chin. ‘Came to look for ’em.’

‘And did Sludge tell you about this body he claims he saw?’

‘Can’t see anything. Just found this.’

He brought out a sopping wet, fringed shawl from under his jacket. Earthy colours. Orange, brown and green, very much as Tuppence had described it. A paisley pattern. Taylor grabbed hold of it, spun around and handed it to Tuppence.

He turned it over then nodded. ‘Yep. That’s it.’

She turned back to Cracker. ‘And you’re certain there’s no body. That Sludge was mistaken.’

‘No body. Guess there could’ve bin one earlier.’ Cracker frowned at Sludge, then hitched his thumb over his shoulder. ‘Caught in the netting.’

‘Dead bodies don’t just vanish. Show me where the shawl was.’

Cracker led the way down the bank until they stood ankle deep in the muddy water. He grabbed the corner of the roof, jumped up onto the dilapidated planks of the old walkway and eased his way along. ‘Found it ’ere. Fished it out.’

Taking a deep breath, Taylor followed, teetering like a society miss on the slippery planks of the old walkway until she stood shoulder to shoulder with Cracker. ‘And you didn’t see anything else?’

‘Nah. I seen a drowned body afore. Couple of years back. ’Orrid blue look, face all bloated, tongue like in the butcher’s shop.’ He pushed out his tongue and waggled it. ‘Snagged ’im wiv me fishing line.’

‘Do you think maybe the body floated away?’

‘Don’t reckon. Shawl was still there. Unless someone fished ’im out?’

Taylor pushed back on her haunches and eased upright. She let out a deep breath. ‘Was the shawl torn?’ She hadn’t noticed when she’d handed it to Tuppence.

‘Yeah. Good as ripped in half.’

She looked over her shoulder. Sludge and Tuppence stood at the water’s edge, staring intently at her. ‘Nothing here,’ she called as she made her way back to dry land. ‘Can I have the shawl?’ She held out her hand.

Tuppence handed the tattered remains to her. Cracker was quite right, the irregular rips in the material looked very much as though it had snagged. If Sludge was telling the truth and there had been a body, anyone could have removed it. If so, they must have dragged it up with considerable force. Not one of the boys, someone strong.

She whipped around, studying the muddy ground. ‘Stand still, everyone. Don’t move.’ Lots of footprints but none of them large, most likely left by the boys after their swim. She picked her way up the bank, eyes riveted on the wet grass. It wasn’t until she reached the top of the bank that she saw the tracks. Not footprints, wheel marks—a wagon or dray maybe—but it could have been anyone taking the track down to the river. ‘Nothing we can do here. Come on.’

By the time they reached High Street, Taylor had come to a decision. ‘I’ve got to go back to work. I can’t see any point in reporting this to Sergeant Black since there’s nothing to show him.’

There was always the possibility the shawl could have belonged to Flo, and whoever had taken to her had thrown it in the river. She didn’t want to bring it to the sergeant’s attention until she’d found Flo and spoken to her. Besides, any mention of bodies and the sergeant would jump to the conclusion the boys were in some way responsible, and they’d carry the blame, rightly or wrongly.

‘Take yourselves off, and please, boys, try to stay out of trouble.’

Taylor looked down, rummaging in her pocket for the key to the offices. As she turned into Elgin Street she gazed back. Cracker, Tuppence and Sludge had vanished, likely into one of the laneways. She hoped they’d found some lunch.

At the thought, her stomach grumbled. She’d have to make do with a cup of tea, and if she was lucky she’d find a biscuit or two with the tea caddy.

‘Taylor. Is that you?’ Maisie’s voice echoed from the back door of the Messrs Brown office, and Taylor went around the side of the building to find her sitting on the step.

‘Thank goodness you’re back.’ Maisie followed Taylor inside after she unlocked the door. ‘I’ve brought you some lunch, since you missed breakfast. I had to deliver Mrs Furkin’s new hat to her shop in the high street and I couldn’t resist the smell from the bakers.’ She placed a paper bag on the table. ‘It reminded me of those sausage rolls Mrs Trotter used to make at Old Government House, but these are pasties. A favourite of the Cornish tin miners, apparently.’

The paper bag crackled, and a divine smell of pastry filled the air. ‘You are a godsend,’ Taylor said. ‘Do you know that?’

Maisie smiled sweetly, tore the bag in half to make two plates, and slid one across the table. ‘You look a bit flustered.’

Taylor nodded, her mouth crammed full. Maisie was such a contradiction. So intolerant of anyone who didn’t have a roof over their head or a paying job, yet the soul of kindness to those she counted as her friends. Taylor was going to have to broach the subject of the boys and their accommodation again with Maisie; she’d come to a decision on the way back from the river. She took another bite of pastie, more to give herself time to think than anything else.

‘So why were you up and about so early this morning?’ Maisie asked. ‘I heard you leave.’

‘I called into the doctor’s surgery to see how Flo was.’

‘And?’

‘And she wasn’t there.’

‘What!’

‘I went to Dillons Lane; she wasn’t there either. And on my way back, I bumped into the boys outside the police station.’

Maisie let out a long-suffering sigh. She shook her head slowly from side to side before sipping her tea, her little finger cocked at an exaggerated angle.

‘They’d been down at the floating baths, swimming after the curfew. They’re coming up in front of the magistrate next week. That’s what I want to speak to you about.’ The rest of the tale could wait until later. It wouldn’t endear Maisie to her proposition if she told her about Sludge’s claims.

‘They know perfectly well that swimming is not allowed after six in the morning. No one should be subjected to the sight of naked, frolicking urchins.’

Taylor ignored Maisie’s comment; she had absolutely no intention of getting into an argument. There may well have been some frolicking, but how else were the boys expected to keep clean? The Benevolent Society did its best, tried hard to find foster homes for the boys on some of the outlying farms, and even paid the farmers a small amount towards their upkeep, but the majority were treated little better than slave labour. Some of the older boys hit it lucky and scored an apprenticeship that came with accommodation, but those were few and far between. What was needed was some sort of halfway house.

‘Are you really opposed to them using the old storage shed at the back of the house?’ she asked Maisie.

‘What about me?’

‘You wouldn’t have to do anything. I’d see to it all.’

‘But my business? I can’t have the place teeming with unwashed urchins when I’ve got ladies coming for fittings.’ Maisie wrinkled her nose.

‘It wouldn’t affect you in the slightest. The shed is at the back of the property. They wouldn’t even need to use the front path. Honestly, Maisie,’ Taylor snapped, her stretched patience giving way. She couldn’t understand how Maisie could be so unkind. It would give the boys a far better chance when they came up before the magistrate if they weren’t living rough.

‘Mrs Montague would have a conniption. You can’t do something like that without her permission. At least write and ask her.’

What was the point of that? Connie’s letter had taken eight weeks to reach them, and Taylor would never be able to explain everything in a telegram, never mind the fact that she had no idea where Connie and her grandmother were likely to be staying. ‘I’m certain Mrs Montague wouldn’t object. She’s supported the Benevolent Society for years and years.’

Maisie pushed back her chair, screwed up the paper bag and carried the two empty cups to the sink. ‘I’ve got to go. I’ve a customer coming. I’ll see you this evening?’ She raised an eyebrow.

‘I’m not sure what time. I have a few loose ends to sort out.’ And if that wasn’t the understatement of the month, Taylor didn’t know what was.
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Tuesday, 12 July, 1892

Viola huddled under the blanket in the lee of Cracker’s shelter, trying to avoid the thin, drizzling rain that seemed to saturate everything. Cracker and the boys had left first thing, but she’d pleaded a headache and spent the morning in the shelter going back over Sebastian’s notes.

She completely understood his need for secrecy. If the book had fallen into Sinclair’s hands, there would have been hell to pay—but how she wished he had simply told her, not indulged in the timeconsuming cross-hatched Pig Latin. He must have spent hours while she was at school working away at it, wanting to leave her a permanent record, proof of Sinclair’s actions in case anything happened to him.

How she detested the man, now more than ever. After the accident, in the last weeks of Sebastian’s life, he had as good as kept him prisoner. Locking the door to the turret to ensure she couldn’t visit Sebastian. She’d thought of it at first as punishment for sneaking out to the theatre, but now she wondered if perhaps Sinclair had something more to hide.

Sebastian’s bold statement that there was no cure seemed so out of character. Despite the horrible hand life had dealt him, he’d never been pessimistic—he’d always managed to focus on the positive aspects of situations and believe that good things would happen in the future; he had seen his challenges as opportunities rather than obstacles. It was her turn now. He’d handed her the baton and she had to plan her next move.

She scanned the cross-hatched words:

Find Bill Boxer, warn him. Sinclair wants him back. He escaped the asylum. Fled to Maitland. He knows too much.

All well and good, but who was Bill Boxer? And what asylum? The only one she knew was the Randwick Asylum for Destitute Children; Pa had sometimes employed the boys in the gardens and stables. Why would the fellow be in Maitland? And what could he know that Sebastian didn’t?

Cracker’s chirr-chirr-chirrup sounded, and she let the book fall to her lap, staring through the mist at the boys walking along the balustrade like a line of soggy washing. One by one they dropped to the ground beneath the bridge, and before long the smell of smoke drifted through the air.

She rubbed at her eyes and traced her fingers over Sebastian’s almost indecipherable scrawl. Transfusions. Bleeding boys dry. Autopsies. She lurched upright. Had Sinclair performed an autopsy on Sebastian? It had never crossed her mind before. The thought made her stomach churn.

Bottles of stored blood. Experimenting, measuring blood flow, transfusing blood from one boy to the next. Watching them weaken, sending them away to die.

A cold, damp shiver worked its way down her spine. Was Sinclair searching for a cure, or a reaction? Sebastian had suffered in agony when Sinclair had pumped him full of her blood. But why? Blood was blood. Or was it? Why did that boy’s blood save Sebastian, when hers reduced him to a quivering, sobbing, pain-wracked mess?

Bill Boxer understands. Find him. He survived.

Viola closed the book with a long, drawn-out sigh; so much to take in, so much to try to understand. She had to find Bill Boxer. She couldn’t accuse Sinclair without hearing Bill Boxer’s story.

‘Have you been holed up here all day?’ Cracker wormed his way inside the shelter. ‘’Ere.’ He pushed a fat sausage wrapped in a soggy slice of bread into her hand.

‘We cleaned out Mr Boneham’s icehouse.’ He puffed out his cheeks and pantomimed a retch. ‘So much sawdust, so much blood.’ Then he pulled an even dirtier sausage from his pocket and took a huge bite. ‘Still, at least the meat stays fresh.’ Small crumbs flew from his mouth and landed on his lap. ‘Bin reading? Who taught you?’

Before she had a chance to respond, he’d snatched the book from her lap, his greasy fingers marking the page of cross-hatched writing. ‘Wot’s this, hey?’ He stuffed the remainder of the sausage in his mouth and turned the page this way and that.

Viola relaxed, relishing the last bite of her sausage. If he couldn’t manage the title page of the book he certainly wouldn’t be able to make any sense of Sebastian’s notes.

Cracker frowned, peered closer at the page, then closed the book and placed it carefully down on the makeshift pallet. ‘So, are you goin’ to tell me wot’s wot? Who’s Sebastian?’

She plastered the most ferocious scowl on her face she could manage. ‘How do you know about Sebastian?’

‘Settle. You talk in your sleep—talk to Sebastian. Who is he? Sit back down.’ He patted the blanket. ‘Who’s Sebastian and what’re you doin’ ’ere?’

She grabbed the book, stuffed it into her jacket pocket and glared at him. What to do? What to do? She could make a run for it, but she had no chance of beating Cracker across the bridge, and then where would she go? Back to the station, collect her bags, change into Viola and pick up the Sydney-Brisbane Express when it came through. What good would that do? She’d be no closer to finding this Bill Boxer, no closer to uncovering Sinclair’s macabre practices. She’d be letting Sebastian down, and she’d have to explain about the telegram when she arrived in Sydney, or Brisbane. It didn’t bear thinking about. With a sigh she flopped back down.

‘Sebastian is . . . was . . . my brother.’

‘Was?’ His mouth tipped down at the corners. ‘Sorry.’

Viola swallowed down the all-too-familiar burn of tears.

‘He suffered from haemophilia.’

A frown danced across Cracker’s dirty face. ‘Wot?’

‘It’s a bleeding disease. Once you start to bleed you don’t stop. Sometimes it fixes, sometimes it doesn’t—and if it doesn’t, you die.’

Cracker emitted a sort of strangled sound, then cleared his throat. ‘But why’re you in Maitland? You’re from Sydney, right?’

No point in avoiding the truth. Jonas had told Cracker he thought she’d got off the Sydney-Brisbane Express. She nodded. ‘I’m looking for someone, I told you. This book. Lambs’ Tales from Shakespeare.’ She pulled it back out from her pocket. ‘It was Sebastian’s favourite.’

‘Shakespeare. Writes stuff, doesn’t ’e?’

He asked the most unexpected questions. ‘He did. A long time ago.’

‘And wot about all this?’ He reached out and took the book from her hands. She didn’t resist as he fanned the pages until he found the cross-hatched writing. ‘And this?’ His dirty finger traced the words:

THERE IS NO CURE. NO ONE ELSE MUST SUFFER.

‘Wot’s this say?’

Viola’s gaze roamed his face. His dark eyes were clear and bright, his fingers long and thin and constantly moving, weaving together almost as though in prayer. She needed someone to trust; she needed help if she was to fulfil Sebastian’s wish.

‘It says there’s no cure and no one else must suffer.’

Cracker’s mouth gaped. ‘But why Maitland?’

‘I was on my way to Brisbane to stay with my uncle when the train stopped at Maitland, and Sebastian’s notes said . . .’ Heat rose to her cheeks—it seemed so ridiculously far-fetched, and she couldn’t find the right words to explain it. ‘It was Sebastian’s last wish. Our stepfather is a doctor. He’s trying to find a cure for the bleeding disease. Sebastian wanted him to stop . . . stop experimenting on people, hurting them. A doctor takes an oath to help, not harm.’

Cracker nodded.

‘I want him to stop too. Everyone thinks he’s a great doctor .’ Her voice tapered off. It sounded as though she was lauding Sinclair’s achievements and talents, when nothing could be further from the truth. ‘My mother is with child, his child, and if the baby is a boy my stepfather will ..’ Tears sprang to her eyes as the full import of Sebastian’s words hit her.

She forced herself to continue. ‘Only males get the disease. And they usually die well before they reach manhood, around thirteen or fourteen if they’re lucky. Many don’t make it that far.’ Her voice was barely above a whisper. ‘No one else must suffer,’ she finished.

The look on Cracker’s face was a mixture of horror and disbelief. She needed his help; she couldn’t afford to break the fragile bond they’d established.

Neither of them spoke for some time. Strangely, it didn’t make Viola uncomfortable. Instead, she studied the emotions flickering across Cracker’s face and waited for his next question.

‘You ain’t told me why you’re 'tending to be a boy,' he said.

Viola huffed out a great breath. ‘More freedom. People ask less questions.’

‘So . . . you’re looking for someone?’ He cocked an eyebrow. ‘I said I’ll keep your secret.’

‘It’s all in the book but I’m having trouble making sense of it. I’m looking for a boy who came to Maitland.’

‘And that’s why you’re here. To find ’im? D’you know ’is name?’

‘Bill Boxer.’ She shrugged. ‘I don’t even know if that’s his real name. Sebastian said he knew the truth and that he came from Maitland. Do you know anyone called Bill Boxer?’ She looked at Cracker hopefully.

Cracker stared out across the river, then shook his head. ‘Can’t think of none. Sounds like a made-up name—you know, like Tuppence!’ He gave his lopsided smile.

‘And all the other boys’ names . . . and yours.’ She raised her eyebrows in question.

‘You tell me yours and I’ll tell you mine. Fair exchange is no robbery, ain’t that wot they say?’

‘I can’t. Not yet.’

‘Come on.’ He held out a hand and hauled her to her feet. ‘Let’s go ’ave a word with Taylor. Maybe she’s ’eard of this Bill Boxer. And she can tell us wot ’appened to that woman from the laneway.’
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Taylor pulled her bicycle out of the shed and shivered. The winter weather had Maitland well and truly in its grip. There was rarely a frost this close to the river, but the tin shed attracted the cold; Mrs Orchard often stored vegetables, even meat, there during the winter. She buttoned her jacket right to the top and swung onto the saddle, hoping the exercise would warm her up.

As she was leaving work the day before, the younger Mr Brown had taken her aside. He knew of her involvement with the Benevolent Society and had been instrumental in helping to secure the house in Dillons Lane for Bertha and the other women.

‘I heard Cracker and his boys are coming up before the magistrate,’ he’d said, raising his bushy eyebrows as though asking for confirmation.

She’d nodded but hadn’t said any more. The last thing she wanted was Mr Brown’s wealthier clients to hear of his involvement with deserted women and their offspring, never mind street boys.

‘That camp under the bridge is an eyesore. It’s a shame we can’t relocate the boys.’ He cleared his throat and lowered his voice. ‘I have it on very good authority that the warehouse behind the undertakers is untenanted. They’ve been using it to dry the varnish on the new coffins, and the local wineries sometimes store their barrels there before the wine is transported to Sydney and Brisbane. But the new owners are looking for a regular income.’

Taylor couldn’t control her smile. He really was such a nice man.

Mr Brown spoke again. ‘Miss Fotherby, I believe we may have a new tenant for the warehouse backing onto Fry Bros.’ His voice carried down the corridor, probably for the benefit of the elder Mr Brown. ‘I wonder if you could call in to the premises and write a condition report.’ He jangled a large ring of keys before handing them to her. ‘Entry is from the laneway that runs off Bourke Street, parallel to High Street. You can’t miss it.’

‘It would be my absolute pleasure, Mr Brown.’ She pocketed the keys. ‘Will the owners be requiring a bond?’ The matter of the rent would be the next step, but since her parents’ estate had settled, Taylor was quite capable of covering the bond, as she had with the cottage in Dillons Lane.

‘The amount will be dictated by the condition report. I’d like it on my desk by lunch time tomorrow.’

[image: image]

Taylor swung into High Street, pedalling furiously. She had no idea about the condition of the warehouse internally, but the building would be far more suitable for the boys than the tin shed behind their house in Carrington Street. It would go a long way to appeasing the magistrate, particularly if she could get them to clear up the disreputable eyesore under the bridge when they left.

Her job managing the rental properties for Messrs Brown often involved assisting deserving cases, usually as decreed by the Benevolent Society, but it was the younger Mr Brown’s sense of altruism and compassion—and his tight lips—that had enabled her to secure the house on Dillons Lane for the deserted mothers. No one other than Mr Brown needed to know that Taylor’s not-too-shabby inheritance had allowed her to act as guarantor and cover the bond. Now perhaps they could do it again, and get the boys out from under the bridge before their date with justice—then there could be no charge of vagrancy.

She wheeled her bicycle along past the undertakers, gazing up at the row of buildings, then turned into Bourke Street, where she discovered a laneway that ran between the various businesses. Backing onto the undertakers was a solid brick and timber warehouse with a hayloft above the entrance.

Propping her bicycle against the wall, she stared up at the large two-storey building, with its overhanging doors and pulley system for hoisting haybales. A bubble of excitement welled—it would be perfect. The boys could have their sleeping quarters in the hayloft, and surely there’d be a fireplace on the ground floor.

Her hand shook as she pushed the key into the rusty padlock, giving it a twist and a turn until it finally released. She unthreaded the chain and pushed the double doors open to reveal a cavernous space. The air was redolent with the smell of varnish, and beneath it a rather unpleasant damp and musty odour. Two shiny mahogany coffins stood on trestles in the middle of the hard-packed dirt floor, and a row of barrels lined one wall. She ran her hand along them, releasing the lingering aroma of wine and aged timber. In the back corner, as she’d expected, was a large sandstone fireplace, and to one side there was an internal ladder leading to the hayloft.

Tipping back her head, Taylor studied the walls, searching for any signs of damp, mildew or disrepair, but found nothing. With her skirt hitched, she climbed the narrow ladder, her nose wrinkling as the stench of rodents intensified and caught in her throat—rats, mice, possums? She had no idea. The roof showed no disrepair nor any signs of damp, and nor did the timber floor, which was still littered with the remnants of bales of straw, most likely stored by one of the livery services in town. A row of shutters ran around the upper wall, some hanging loose from their hinges, but nothing that would cause a problem.

Most satisfactory. Her lips tilted in a smile. Now all she had to do was write the report for Mr Brown—and convince Cracker and his band that this would be a far better place to spend the winter than under the bridge. She wouldn’t make any mention of the bond—that could be a private arrangement between her and Mr Brown—but the boys would have to come up with the rent.

Having made her way back down the ladder, she closed and locked the heavy doors and wheeled her bicycle back into the high street.

Only a few minutes later, she was sitting at her desk, inserting a sheet of paper into her typewriter, when the door flew open. She glanced up.

‘Cracker! Just the person. I want a word with you.’ His new friend—shadow, more like—slipped through the door behind him. ‘Hello, Tuppence.’

‘Wot ’ave I done this time?’ Cracker stuffed one hand in his pocket and adopted a jaunty pose.

‘Absolutely nothing, as far as I know. How did you spend the morning?’

‘Cleaning out Mr Boneham’s ice shed. Ta for the tip-off. We got sausages. Tuppence wants to ask you somefnk.’

‘Can you come back in about an hour? I’ve got paperwork I have to complete.’

‘Yeah. D’you f nd the woman from the laneway? She turned up?’

‘Not as far as I know. Why don’t you head out to Dillons Lane—take Tuppence with you and introduce him to Bertha and see what’s what, whether Flo is back.’ She opened the bottom drawer of her desk and pulled out the tattered remains of the shawl they’d found at the baths. ‘See if Bertha recognises this, and then come back and let me know what she says. I’ll have some news for you then too.’

Cracker took the shawl and anchored it in his back pocket, then tipped two fingers to his forehead and shooed Tuppence outside.

Taylor managed to restrain her smug grin until the door closed behind them. Once the paperwork was signed, she would tell Cracker about the warehouse, and with any luck she’d be able to convince him to move by persuading him the magistrate would be far more inclined to be indulgent if the boys had a roof over their heads.

Her fingers flew across the keys. With a satisfied sigh she pulled the paper from the typewriter, gave it a final check and knocked on young Mr Brown’s door.

‘Enter.’ He lifted his head as she approached his highly polished cedar desk.

‘I’ve completed the inspection and the paperwork for the warehouse lease.’

‘Was that young Cracker I heard a while ago? What does he think of the idea?’

‘I haven’t mentioned it yet. He’s so determined to fend for himself and his little band of followers, he wouldn’t want to be beholden to anyone. I have a feeling he might take a bit of convincing, so I thought it best to wait until everything was sorted out then let him have a look. Would you like to sign the agreement? Do we need any other signatures?’

‘Only yours if you’re going guarantor and paying the bond. I’ve got power of attorney for the new owners. It’s a great thing you’re doing, and I hope it works out as well as the Dillons Lane exercise. Although I’m not sure how the boys are going to cover the rent, even if it is below market price.’

‘I’ve been recommending them for a few jobs around town. And I thought perhaps you might like to employ them as sort of jack-of-all-trades—a bit of cleaning and maintenance on rental properties, running messages, and maybe you could mention them to some of the other businesses in town. They already do a few odd jobs here and there. The Currency Lass had them sweeping up the mess the cabbies left after the play finished, and they cleaned out Mr Boneham’s ice shed for him this morning.’

Mr Brown screwed up his nose. ‘Not a job I’d relish.’

‘They were paid in sausages! I was rather hoping we could encourage payment in coin to cover the rent.’

‘I’ll have a word around town and see what I can organise. Your job is to get those boys out from under the bridge and into the warehouse before they front the magistrate. And in the meantime . . .’ He handed her a large manila file. ‘Correspondence.’ He grimaced. ‘I’d like it on my desk before you go home this afternoon.’

Taylor closed the door behind her and flicked through the file as she made her way to her desk. She’d have her work cut out finishing everything, which was rather a shame because she’d hoped she’d be able to take Cracker to see the warehouse when he and Tuppence got back. With a sigh, she rolled a clean sheet of paper into the typewriter and set to work.

When she finally lifted her head, the light had faded. She stood up, stretched, walked to the front window and peered out. No sign of Cracker and Tuppence, but then it was a good way to Dillons Lane and back. Maybe Bertha had been too busy to talk to them and they’d had to wait—though that would be very out of character, as Bertha liked a good chat. Taylor turned back to the desk, straightened the papers, slipped them into the folder and knocked on Mr Brown’s door.

There was no answer, so she went inside and placed the folder on his desk. The interconnecting door between his office and his father’s office closed and she could hear the hum of voices. Not wanting to disturb them, she returned to the front office, where she found Cracker and Tuppence, heads close, sitting on the chairs nearest the door. ‘There you are. I was beginning to wonder where you’d got to.’

Cracker unwound his long, lanky frame and stood. ‘Took longer than we thought. Had to have a chat with another bod.’

‘So, Flo’s not back?’

‘No. And now her boys have shot through.’

‘What?’

‘Mikey and Sam—disappeared. Off in search of Flo, maybe.’ He shrugged. ‘The shawl’s Flo’s; we left it with Bertha.’

Taylor sat down next to Tuppence. Something wasn’t right; both of them were too quiet, too subdued. She’d have to tread carefully. ‘Did Bertha have any idea what might have happened to the boys?’

‘Nah, but she sent us to Rosie. She’s working in the kitchens at the Lass.’ Cracker’s eyes slid to the side, glancing out of the window almost as though he thought someone might be listening. ‘We said we’d keep quiet.’

Tricky. Maitland, like any other country town, thrived on gossip and scuttlebutt, and she truly appreciated Cracker’s hesitation, but Flo could be in trouble—worse still, the boys’ father could be back in town.

‘Cracker, sometimes it’s better to break a confidence, if it’s important.’ Taylor turned to Tuppence. ‘What do you think?’

Tuppence chewed on his lip for a while and then nodded. ‘It’s important.’

Cracker threw himself back down and leant forward, elbows on his knees. ‘Rosie saw ’em in a buggy out on the Singleton road.’ He sat back and let out a sigh. ‘Mikey and Sam.’

‘Did Rosie have any idea where they were going? Who were they with?’ Taylor pictured the route in her mind. They would have travelled along the high street and then down towards the flood plain. ‘They could have been going to the hospital to see if Flo was there.’

Cracker and Tuppence looked at each other. ‘Hadn’t thought of that.’ Cracker sounded relieved, then wrinkled his nose. ‘But Rosie didn’t know the buggy. Said a big bloke, broad shoulders, was driving. Couldn’t place ’im.’

‘Miss Fotherby, a word, if you please.’

Taylor leapt to her feet. ‘Yes, Mr Brown. I’ll be right with you.’

So much for her plan to take Cracker to see the warehouse before the light faded. But the paperwork was all signed—in fact, she was now the leaseholder—so there was no reason to keep the news from Cracker until the next day. She reached into her pocket and brought out the keys.

‘These are the keys to the warehouse behind Fry Bros. I want you and Tuppence to go and have a look. With winter coming, I thought it might make a good spot for you boys—drier and warmer than under the bridge. Go and see what you think.’ She handed the keys to Tuppence. ‘Talk about it with the other boys and let me know. I’d come with you, but I’ve got work to do. Give me the keys back tomorrow.’

A ferocious scowl crossed Cracker’s face. ‘We don’t need no new camp.’

Tuppence’s face, however, lit with a glorious smile. ‘Thank you.’ He clasped the keys tight in one hand, and with the other nudged Cracker towards the door. ‘We’ll go and have a look.’

Taylor watched the pair of them head down the road, Cracker’s arms flying, Tuppence walking calmly by his side. It was almost as if Tuppence understood the reason for her suggestion. The hairs on the back of her neck stood to attention. There was more to Tuppence than met the eye. What was he up to?
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‘Nuffink wrong wiv our camp. We don’t need anuver one. Right in the middle of town, that warehouse is. All the do-gooders sticking their noses in. The sergeant’ll ’ave the boys down in Randwick quick as a bloody wink. They want to stay in Maitland. Not get carted orf to Sydney.’

Viola galloped along beside Cracker, trying to keep up with his long strides. She didn’t interrupt, letting him vent his feelings.

‘It’ll kill ’em. Sludge specially, not after Gus. Twins, they were.’ His twin brother? Viola had put Sludge’s story about the body at the baths down to imagination, but perhaps there was more to it. ‘What happened to Sludge’s brother?’

Cracker slowed his pace. ‘Not real sure. Went missing from their foster placement, so Sludge did a runner too.’

Tiny goosebumps trailed across Viola’s shoulders; it was uncannily like Sebastian’s notes. Boys with no next of kin disappearing and being used for research . . .

‘And Sludge is still looking for him?’

‘Somefink like that. Found Sludge ’uddled under the trees at the back of the church. Thought it was a bundle of rags ’til ’is head peeped out, all wide-eyed like a trapped animal. Talked him into coming back to the camp—bin wiv me since. ’E’s never said much ’bout his brother, but he chases after strangers or says he’s seen dead boys.’

Which could well account for his story at the floating baths, the line between reality and fantasy blurred. Every one of the boys would have a tale to tell—and if Sebastian was right, they could all be in danger of ending up being used for experiments. More to the point, the boys had to be kept safe, and a warehouse in town was a much better option than the ramshackle camp under the bridge. ‘Are we nearly there?’

‘Fry Bros is just down ’ere. The undertakers.’ He shivered. ‘Waste of time. I ain’t camping next door to no dead bodies.’

Viola grabbed his arm and dragged him to a halt. ‘It’s a very good idea. You wouldn’t have to have anything to do with the undertakers. Taylor’s not stupid. No matter what it’s like, it’ll be better through winter. All the boys will be safer under one roof than out in the open and . . .’ The realisation came like a bolt out of the blue, but she’d put money on it being Taylor’s idea. ‘And it’ll make you all look much better in front of the magistrate, especially if the constables know you’ve cleaned up the mess under the bridge.’

He reefed away from her. ‘It ain’t a mess. It’s ’ome.’

She bit back a sigh of frustration. ‘Lots of people move home. At least let’s have a look.’

He crossed the street, skirting a handcart full of caged chickens, and stopped in front of a two-storey building with wide glass windows. She skidded to a halt beside him, taking in the display of empty coffins in one window and an array of cabinets and upholstered furniture in the other.

‘Not a good neighbour,’ he muttered with a wry twist of his lips. ‘Round ’ere.’ He led the way around the corner and into a laneway that ran parallel with the high street.

A huge building loomed above the rear of all the other businesses. Large double timber doors were securely sealed with a chain and padlock; above them a timber canopy protected the hayloft door. There were windows on the right and left, and another row of barred windows ran down the side at ground level.

‘Cor blimey.’ Cracker’s awestruck voice echoed in the laneway. ‘Big enough for an army.’

Viola pulled out the keyring Taylor had given her. ‘This must open the padlock. The hayloft door probably opens from inside.’ She pointed to the overhanging awning, pulley and door above them. ‘Come on. Let’s have a look.’

Cracker spun around, his gaze raking the laneway. ‘Quick. Don’t want no one to see.’

Viola inserted the key in the lock, then stopped. ‘It doesn’t matter if they do. Taylor gave us the key. We’re not doing anything wrong.’

‘Who’s goin’ to believe that? You don’t understand. It’s not what we do; it’s all the bleedin’ busybodies wot think we’re up to no good. The camp under the bridge is better. No toes to tread on.’

Viola turned the key. The rusty lock resisted, but with a bit of force and a resounding click, the shackle released. She unhooked the padlock and dropped the chain, its clinking sound filling the laneway. Taking a deep breath, she gripped the big, heavy doors and swung them open. Light filtered in, revealing the space beyond. ‘Are you coming?’

With another surreptitious glance over his shoulder, Cracker stepped inside and pulled the doors closed behind him.

‘We need the doors open so we can see.’

‘There’s enough light.’ He gave the doors a final shove and stood with his back resting against the timber. ‘Someone’s bin ’ere.’ He pointed at the footsteps marking the dusty floor.

‘Taylor, I expect.’

‘What about them barrels?’ He wandered over to the wall, tipped one, screwed up his nose and pushed it back. ‘Empty.’ He snified. ‘’Ad wine once. Look, see, ’ere’s the names on the barrels.’ He traced the letters with his finger.

‘Brokenback, Tyrrell’s, Drayton, Allandale.’ Viola read the names as he tipped each barrel.

‘And what’re these?’ Four sawhorses stood in the centre, dwarfed by the cavernous space.

Viola walked around them. ‘Carpenters use them for supporting wood when they’re cutting it, and for painting. Haven’t you ever seen one before?’

‘Course I ’ave. But what’re they doin’ in ’ere?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe the last people to use the warehouse made those barrels in here?’

‘Nah! Coopers make barrels, like blacksmiths; they need a fire. These are wine barrels. Smell it.’ He inhaled. ‘They ain’t new.’

Now he’d mentioned it she could smell the wine. ‘I can smell mouldy straw too, and mice or rats.’

‘Be up there in the hayloft. Come on.’ He shot up the ladder, sprang from the top rung and let out a bellow. ‘Ugh! Ugh! Ugh!’ He danced from foot to foot in some weird interpretation of a Scottish jig.

‘What is it?’ She followed him up the ladder, step by careful step, and found him clutching his stomach, cheeks puffed out.

He coughed, covered his mouth, then slowly removed his hand and wiped it down the back of his trousers. ‘Look at the size of ’im.’

A pair of lifeless eyes and open mouth atop a mangled body lay on the timber floor in a soggy pool of blood. The huge rat’s fur was matted and stained, its belly torn open, revealing a motley collection of pale, half-chewed organs.

‘Argh!’ She covered her mouth and nose with her hand. ‘Something must have caught it.’

As if in answer, a loud, angry screech rent the air and a flash of grey fur barrelled past her and shot over the edge of the loft. It landed atop the barrels, where it came to a sudden halt, flexed its claws, turned twice, then sat washing its paws with a supercilious stare.

‘It’s bloody huge.’ Cracker peered down at the cat. ‘And fat.’

‘Doing a good job.’

‘Then why’s there such a stink?’ He pinched his nose between his finger and thumb.

‘Probably because he can’t keep up. Nothing a good clean-up wouldn’t fix. And look, the place is totally dry. This could be sleeping quarters up here. There must be a fireplace downstairs . . .’ Viola walked across the loft and ran her hand down the chimney breast in the back corner. ‘It’d be nice and warm too.’

‘Right. I get it. You ’n’ Taylor reckon it’s a good idea.’

‘I do, and so will the magistrate. Think about that.’

Cracker let out a huge huff and made his way down the ladder, giving the barrels a swift nudge as he passed. The cat stopped his grooming and gave a dismissive hiss, then curled up like a cushion, his head and tail buried somewhere in his long fur.

‘Don’t be mean. The place would be much stinkier without him.’

‘It’s ’im or us.’

‘He’ll earn his keep. What d’you reckon?’

‘Talk to the boys. Come on.’

They attached the chain and replaced the padlock then slipped out into the high street. ‘Nice and safe.’ He glanced back at the building. ‘No one’ll take a blind bit of notice if we’re careful.’

Viola bit back a smile. The warehouse was perfect on so many counts; even the feline guardian was a bonus. ‘Sir Toby Belch will take care of everything.’

Cracker ground to a halt and turned to face her. ‘Do wot?’

‘Sir Toby, feline guardian of the warehouse.’

‘'Ow do you know ’is name?’ He narrowed his eyes.

‘I don’t. I just gave him a name. Sir Toby Belch is a character in—’

‘Don’t tell me. Let me guess. In that book of yours. Come on, I’ve gotta talk to the boys. Tell me about Sir Toby on the way.’

They ambled along the high street, Cracker hanging on her every word.

‘... and he loves eating and drinking, playing jokes and making mischief, but he’s clever too and understands more than anyone knows,’ Viola finished as she clambered up onto the deck of the bridge. ‘Imagine how good it would be if we were going back to the warehouse, to a nice warm fire and a comfortable bed of straw. The boys’ll love it.’

‘We’ll see.’ Cracker jumped onto the balustrade and ran along the railing, leaving her to walk at a more sedate pace.

By the time Viola reached the end, Cracker was long gone, but she could smell the fire and hear the murmur of voices as the boys greeted him. She skirted the group and slipped into the shelter, then flopped down on the horse blanket and rolled onto her back, hands behind her head.

Could it only be two days since she’d stepped aboard the train, only nineteen days since Sebastian had left them, since life as she’d known it had ceased? And still she hadn’t managed to make sense of Sebastian’s words. Trying to find someone in Maitland called Bill Boxer was akin to trying to isolate a single drop of water in the river. Tomorrow, she promised—she’d start tomorrow by asking the boys if they’d ever heard of Bill Boxer, and then go and talk to Taylor.

A movement in the corner of her eye made her look up. Cracker appeared, head and shoulders first. He crawled into the shelter, clutching a pannikin in one hand.

‘Here. Soup. Rosie sent it, leftovers from the kitchens.’

She wrapped her hands around the rusty mug and inhaled the warmth of the broth. ‘Thank you. Would you like some?’

‘’Ad mine. ’Ere.’ He drew a rather dirty heel of bread from his pocket and handed it over before settling down next to her. ‘Told the boys ’bout the warehouse. Bit worried about Taylor callin’ the shots. Me too.’

‘I’m sure if you’ve got any questions she’d be happy to answer them.’

He screwed up his nose and shook his head. ‘Nah. But I told ’em wot you said ’bout it ’elpin’ our case, and the boys want to talk to you. Not sure why.’ He gave her a lopsided grin and held out his hand.

She stuffed the remains of the bread in her pocket as he pulled her to her feet. ‘Bring the pannikin, case there’s some left.’

The circle of faces around the fire turned as they approached, and Tinker and Sludge shunted over to make a space for them. As Viola settled cross-legged in front of the fire, she let her gaze roam the upturned faces and did a quick headcount. More than she could put names to—the nine from the baths, and others too. It was the boys who had to front the magistrate who were important, because part of her argument in favour of the warehouse would revolve around their appearance in court.

She cleared her throat. ‘Cracker said he’s told you about the warehouse. It’s perfect. Dry and warm for winter, and you’ll be safe there. It’s dangerous down here in the open. At the warehouse you can lock the doors and sleep without anyone having to be on watch.’

‘Wot about ghosts?’ Sludge’s plaintive voice drifted across the fire.

‘Ghosts?’ Viola shot a look at Cracker. ‘What ghosts?’

‘Them bodies from the undertakers. They keep ’em there.’

‘That’s not quite right. The undertakers have used the warehouse to dry the varnish on the coffins after they’ve built them, so they’re just a piece of furniture. They don’t have any bodies in them.’

‘How d’you know?’

‘Because Taylor, Miss Fotherby, told me when I asked the very same question,’ she lied glibly, hoping she wouldn’t be proved wrong. It certainly would account for the sawhorses.

‘Then why’s there all them funny noises.’

‘What funny noises? I didn’t hear any. Did you, Cracker?’

He shook his head, his lips twitching. He knew what was coming next, the wretch—why hadn’t he warned her?

‘Me and Ted ’eard them.’ A snub-nosed, freckle-faced boy whose name she didn’t know slung his arm around the wide-eyed waif leaning against him. ‘We ’ad a look around. Climbed up. The top shutters are broke. Yowling and screaming and scuffling.’ He clamped his fingers to his nose. ‘A godawful stink. Dead bodies. Ghosts ’aunting their resting place.’

Viola bit her lips, and took a deep breath to control the burst of laughter swelling in her throat. ‘Oh. I expect that was Sir Toby.’

The very air around the fire crackled as eyes bulged and mouths hung slack. She glanced sideways at Cracker. ‘Sir Toby is the guardian of the warehouse. He protects it from intruders. Mice and rats, mostly.’

‘A cat?’ In the light of the fire, the freckle-faced boy’s skin turned ruddy as one of the bigger boys smothered a laugh and dug his neighbour in the ribs. ‘I know that.’ He dropped his head onto his knees.

Time to push the conversation along. ‘If you move into the warehouse, clean up the camp here, and make a go of it before you front the magistrate, you might get a second chance. If you’re living in the warehouse you won’t be accused of being homeless. No more swimming in daylight, though. The magistrate could send you all to Randwick Asylum, or worse, the reformatory on Cockatoo Island.’

There was an audible intake of breath, and a deal of mumbling and whispers circled the fire.

‘Right then.’ Cracker stood up. ‘We gotta decide. Arm up if we move to the warehouse.’

A few hands raised slowly, faces turned this way and that, and when Cracker lifted his arm high and stared sternly at them, the rest followed suit. ‘Get some sleep, boys. Work to do tomorrer. We’re moving to Coffin Lane.’
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Wednesday, 13 July, 1892

‘Well done! Very well done, Tuppence.’ Taylor beamed. ‘You’d better keep the key. When are you all going to move? The magistrate will be here next week, so it doesn’t leave very long to get the mess—’

‘It ain’t a mess!’ Tuppence waggled her eyebrows and grinned. ‘Cracker says.’

‘I see! Did you have a terrible time trying to convince him it was a good idea?’

‘He came around when I said the magistrate might be more lenient . . .’

And there it was again. Just another of the slips Taylor was collecting. Lenient! Tuppence wasn’t who he said he was—of that she was certain, but she hadn’t quite worked out how to approach the matter. After all, it wasn’t any of her business. But she was convinced he was older than he appeared, although there was no sign of any growth on his chin or muscular development on his frail frame. Taylor ran her gaze over the boy standing in front of her.

‘... Don’t you think?’

‘I beg your pardon. I wasn’t listening. I was busy trying to imagine Cracker and the boys in their new home.’ And how Tuppence fitted in, but she hadn’t any intention of divulging that. Perhaps Cracker knew more than he’d let on.

‘It’s the perfect spot. Except for the rodents . but Sir Toby has that under control.’

‘Sir Toby?’

‘Named for Sir Toby Belch in the play Twelfth Night. My brother and I .’ Tuppence bit his lips and gazed vacantly at the ceiling.

That did it. ‘We’re going to have to have a talk before long.’

Tuppence stilled, his gaze suddenly blank then, in the blink of an eye, he forced a tight, unnatural smile.

‘But let’s get everyone settled into the warehouse and this court appearance out of the way. Let me know if there are any problems.’

‘We’ll manage.’ Tuppence squared his shoulders, took a deep breath, then, as if he’d had second thoughts, snapped his mouth firmly closed. Whatever secrets he was hiding, he wouldn’t be sharing them today.

‘Once you’re settled, I’ll get you a list of the places who might have odd jobs for the boys.’

‘They’ve started clearing up already. They’ll be so much better off in the warehouse.’ Tuppence adjusted his cloth cap. ‘Thank you.’ He closed the door quietly behind him.

Through the window, Taylor watched as Tuppence took off along the street with a determined stride and turned the corner, down towards the warehouse. A mixture of curiosity, suspicion and concern swirled in her mind. She was convinced Tuppence wasn’t who he claimed to be. Was he running away from something—or, worse, someone? He didn’t appear to be concerned that he was being followed. He hadn’t got that constant over-the-shoulder twitch the other boys had—most of the time he seemed comfortable in his own skin. But Tuppence had to know she was aware of his deception; the odd slips and the educated vocabulary, and the look on his face when he’d inadvertently mentioned Shakespeare’s play. Whatever could have driven him to lie? On the other hand, what if he was involved in something nefarious, and the boys got caught up in it? But Cracker was usually a great judge of character, and he seemed perfectly at ease with Tuppence.

‘Miss Fotherby, do you have a moment? Miss Fotherby?’

Taylor jumped and swung around. ‘I’m sorry; I was thinking.’ ‘About something or someone who concerns you greatly, I suspect from the look on your face. A problem shared . . .?’ Young Mr Brown raised his eyebrows.

‘Thank you, I am a little concerned, but I’m not at liberty to discuss the matter.’ Not yet. But she had a sneaking suspicion it might come to that before too long.

‘I have a letter I would like to dictate when you’re ready.’

Taylor picked up her notepad and followed Mr Brown into his office.

‘So, the boys are taking you up on your offer of the warehouse and should be organised before the sitting?’

‘Hopefully.’

He held out a piece of paper. ‘In keeping with our earlier discussion, I have a list here of business owners I have spoken with who may be prepared to employ them. Not on a regular basis, but as needed for odd jobs and errands. I suggest the older boy, Cracker, goes and introduces himself and acts as a sort of foreman. And perhaps that other young chap could be their record keeper? I noticed him with his head in a book the other day so he’s obviously literate. Quite unusual for a street boy. What do you know of his background?’

Taylor’s cheeks heated. She most definitely was going to have to speak to Tuppence. Mr Brown was very observant, especially for a man, but if he’d picked something different about Tuppence he wouldn’t be the only one. ‘Would you like to dictate the correspondence, Mr Brown?’

‘Correspondence?’ He frowned. ‘Ah, yes. A simple ruse. Father doesn’t approve of some of my more altruistic pursuits. Why don’t you go home early today? You’ve been very busy. Good afternoon, Miss Fotherby.’

Taylor tidied her desk, pinned on her hat and then wheeled her bicycle out from behind the building. Young Mr Brown never ceased to surprise her. On the outside he appeared to be a carbon copy of his father, albeit thirty-plus years his junior, but on the inside they were a million miles apart. It gave her such a feeling of positivity to think that maybe, in the years to come, more men, as well as women, might develop a concern for the wellbeing of those less fortunate than themselves. Healthcare and basic financial security might extend to everyone. Change was in the air, if the newspapers were correct.

But none of that solved the tantalising question of Tuppence. How had he ended up in Maitland? Jonas had been with Tuppence and Cracker when they’d found Flo. By that time of night, after the Sydney-Brisbane Express had been through, Jonas was usually tucked up in the station waiting room for the night. Was there a possibility that he’d come across Tuppence there? She slowed and made a sharp turn into Bulwer Street, which led to the station. She pumped down on the pedals, her bicycle flying, praying she’d find Jonas.

She rested her bicycle against the station wall and made her way past the ticket office—unattended, thankfully; she wasn’t ready to involve Mr Marsh just yet. No sign of anyone in the waiting room, nor in the luggage room, but then she knew Mr Marsh didn’t like Jonas there until after the last train. She wandered to the end of the platform and down the ramp to the dirt track where the drays and wagons loaded their produce. The scent of lucerne mixed with coal dust hung in the air and she scuffed her feet in the dirt, peering down at the tracks and footprints in the damp soil.

A soft thud caught her attention, and she lifted her head to see Jonas landing neatly next to the gate bordering the tracks. The moment he spotted her, he froze like a startled kangaroo.

‘Hello, Jonas. Have you got a minute to spare?’

He sniffed and wiped his nose with the back of his hand.

‘Yeah? What d’you want? I weren’t doing nuffink wrong.’

‘I didn’t think you were. Come over here and we’ll sit down outside the station in the sun. I’ve left my bicycle there.’

‘Mr Marsh don’t like me hanging around in the day.’

‘I’ll deal with Mr Marsh if there’s a problem. Come on.’

Casting a quick glance over his shoulder, Jonas followed her around to the front of the station and threw himself down in a tumble of arms and legs on the bench seat beside her.

‘I was wondering if you were at the station on Sunday night when the Sydney-Brisbane Express came through.’

‘I weren’t in the waiting room. Mr Marsh don’t like me there ’til after the last train.’

‘But you were here?’

Jonas made a grunting sound, then dragged in a deep breath. ‘’Elping with the Brisbane stuff. I get sixpence to keep an eye on the ’orses while the drays are unloaded.’

‘So, you didn’t see anyone get off the train.’

‘Nope. Just the blokes unloading. Oh, and the doctor and his buggy.’

Well, that would account for why Dr Lansdale still had the buggy harnessed when Cracker had gone to fetch him for Flo.

‘’E meets the train, gives ’em an 'and with the barrels. ’E’s real strong.’

Taylor tapped her foot impatiently. She wasn’t the slightest bit interested in the doctor’s physical prowess. ‘But you didn’t see anyone on the platform?’

‘Um . . .’ He turned his face away, dipped his head then raised his eyes to her. ‘You said getting orf the train. I didn’t see no one getting orf. But I found that lad. ’E was in the luggage room. Can’t ’ave that.’

‘And so, you took him to Cracker.’

‘Yep.’

‘Did he say how he came to be at the station?’

‘Nope, didn’t say nuffink. Not a word. I ain’t seen ’im since. ’E still ’ere?’

‘He’s with Cracker and the boys. They’re moving to the warehouse off Bourke Street.’

‘Round the back of the undertakers? No bloody fear. All them coffins.’ He gave an almighty shudder and stood up. ‘That all then?’

‘Are you sure he didn’t get off the train?’

‘Nope, not sure. I saw ’im slip into the luggage room so I went after ’im.’

Taylor gave a huff of frustration; it was like trying to get an ink blot off paper. ‘So, he could have got off the train?’

‘S’pose. Train’d gone by then. I’d got me sixpence. I was going to bed down; ’stead I got caught up in that mess outside the theatre. She all right?’

‘Badly bruised. The doctor’s certain she’ll recover. Thanks a lot, Jonas. You’ve been very helpful.’ She pushed her hand into her pocket, searching for a coin. It came away empty. ‘I’m sorry I haven’t got anything for you. Next time?’

‘Don’t worry 'bout it.’ He turned on his heel, heading back towards town, and then stopped. ‘There’s bags in the luggage room. Mr Marsh don’t know ’ow they got there. No ticket on ’em.’

Taylor shot to her feet. ‘Excellent! Thank you. Call into the office tomorrow and I’ll have a shilling for you.’

‘A shilling?’ He gave a whoop of delight. ‘Right you are, Miss.’

‘But not a word to anyone about the bags. I’ll chat to Mr Marsh after I’ve had a quick peek.’

‘’E won’t like you poking round. You got ’bout ’alf an hour before ’e’s back over for the Singleton train.’ He tipped his cloth cap and took off.

Taylor stood up, brushed down her skirt and straightened her shoulders. Jonas had said half an hour. She absolutely didn’t want to be caught rummaging through the luggage room. She’d be up before the magistrate herself if she couldn’t come up with a decent explanation, but what an opportunity . . .

Curiosity won out, and a couple of moments later she slipped into the luggage room and closed the door behind her. A row of large pigeonholes and shelves lined the back wall and there, tucked down on the bottom level behind two large hessian-wrapped packages, was a smart suitcase with brass fittings and a sturdy leather handle, and beside it a small matching Gladstone bag. Her mouth twitched. She wouldn’t have appreciated the beige and brown pattern with its four-pointed stars and monogram if it hadn’t been for Maisie’s preoccupation with all things fashionable. These bags belonged to someone with money, and not just a comfortable amount of money—lots.

There was no name tag or ticket on either of the bags. She unstrapped the Gladstone bag and peered inside. Paints, paper and brushes, pen and ink tucked inside the pockets, a couple of books. It wasn’t until she pulled out a well-thumbed copy of Twelfth Night that her suspicions firmed. Tuppence’s, without a doubt, confirmed by his earlier slip-up about Sir Toby Belch. She pushed her hand further down inside, her fingers brushing a fine wool jacket, skirt, and pair of trim buttoned calfskin boots.

Taylor rocked back on her heels. If this bag truly belonged to Tuppence, he most certainly was not the boy he purported to be. He was a she—and a very well-heeled one, judging by the quality of the clothing and luggage. She pulled the matching suitcase from the shelf, laid it on the ground, flicked the brass clasps and lifted the lid to reveal a carefully folded tailored silk dress.

She slid her hand underneath the dress and then stopped. A rush of guilt and embarrassment flooded her. Her point had been proved; there was no need to delve further into Tuppence’s private possessions—no, not Tuppence, not by a long shot.

What was her name?

She snapped the lid of the suitcase closed and turned back to the Gladstone bag. How long had she been here? What if Mr Marsh was now on his way across the tracks from his house to the station? A surge of heat flushed her face, and she fastened the sturdy leather straps of the Gladstone bag, then pushed it and the suitcase behind the hessian packages, her mind racing.

She sneaked out of the luggage room and returned to the front of the station just in time to see Mr Marsh crossing the tracks. Without a backward glance, she pushed her bicycle onto the street and sped off.
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Thursday, 14 July, 1892

The day of the warehouse move dawned bright and clear. Cracker had somehow managed a loan of the Mercury’s delivery bicycle, with its clever little timber trailer, and he’d been up since first light picking up all the promises, as he called them, from various people.

Bertha and the girls had contributed an old tin bath, and the livery stables donated several bales of straw, which would be piled to form beds—once Sludge and Tyke had thoroughly swept and cleaned the hayloft, removing all evidence of the previous inhabitants. Some hessian sacks to stuff for mattresses would be a bonus, but the bunch of raggedy-clothed, wide-eyed, barefoot, dirty children didn’t seem to think they lacked for anything. It all seemed like a wonderful lark.

The only one whose nose was out ofjoint was Sir Toby. Viola had seen him when she’d arrived first thing in the morning to unlock the doors, but as soon as Cracker had delivered the bath Sir Toby had shot off like a rat out of hell.

‘Hey, Tuppence.’

She pulled down her sleeves and peered over the edge of the hayloft at Cracker. A great big, vaguely familiar, bear of a man was standing behind him.

‘Can you stay 'ere? I’m off to clear up the last bits from under the bridge. ’E’s coming wiv his buggy to cart the remains. Never know wot we need.’

The man moved into the light, and she recognised him from the first night she’d arrived. ‘Good morning, doctor.’

He tipped two fingers to his forehead and ambled outside.

‘I’ll go with Stu and pick up the cooking gear from the blacksmith—he said he’d straighten the old tripod and blacken the camp oven and billy. Reckon they’ll be good as new. Send Sludge and Tyke round to Carrington Street. There’s firewood behind the shed and a wheelbarrow. Taylor said we can ’ave it. Tell ’em to check wiv Mrs Orchard first.’

She’d never heard Cracker string so many sentences together. Excitement vibrated off him like an approaching steam train. And to think he hadn’t wanted to leave the old camp under the bridge. Ha! She couldn’t wait to tell Taylor.

She climbed down the ladder. If the cooking gear was on its way, the best thing she could do would be to clean out the fireplace. ‘Sludge, Tyke, where are you?’ Two tousled heads appeared over the edge of the hayloft. ‘We need some wood for the fire. Cracker says to go and ask Mrs Orchard and borrow the wheelbarrow. Make sure you go around the back, so you don’t disturb Miss Milling.’

With a resounding thump, the two boys jumped to the ground and took off.

Viola went in search of the broom she’d noticed when they’d first looked over the warehouse. It was propped up against the wall—the back wall of Fry Bros, unless she was mistaken. High up, an iron grille ran the length of the wall. The smell of sawdust, and the sound of hammering, drifted through. Better not to dwell on exactly what was being built.

She grabbed the broom and found a dented ash bucket and small shovel. She’d never cleaned out a fireplace in her life, but the memory of Mrs Speedwell standing over poor Martha, their maid-of-all-work, shouting instructions, stirred. It couldn’t be too difficult.

Which it wasn’t, except for the clouds of dusty ash that seemed to drift into every crack and crevice, and before long her explosive sneezes filled the space, and she couldn’t see the door for her streaming eyes.

Picking up the bucket, she stumbled towards the shaft of light, dumped the bucket and dusted as much ash off as she could manage, then rinsed her hands in the water barrel that stood outside the back door. ‘Damn,’ she muttered under her breath, realising that the pipe from the roof fed the barrel and supplied their main drinking water. They’d have to come up with a better solution. Possibly one of the other barrels . . .

‘Good day.’

She whipped around and came face to face with a rather handsome young man sporting hair the colour of scrubbed carrots and a mass of freckles. ‘Aunt Ada sent me round with this.’ He held out a cauldron in one large hand and tipped the lid. The most delicious aroma wafted out.

She grabbed the pot with both hands and lowered it to the ground. ‘Your aunt?’

‘Mrs Orchard—she’s the housekeeper for Miss Milling and Miss Fotherby.’

And she’d just sent Sludge and Tyke around to cadge some firewood. It might be pushing the friendship.

‘She said to let you know the boys have stacked the wood and they’re right behind me. And when everyone’s settled she wants to chat about the vegetable garden. It’s a right mess.’

News was getting around. She gave the boy a beaming smile. ‘Oh! I’m sorry, I don’t know your name.’

‘Davy, Davy Morgan. Me mum’s Beth, Mrs Orchard’s niece—’

A great whoop of excitement billowed down the laneway, interrupting Davy’s family tree.

Viola laughed aloud. The doctor sat up front driving his buggy, a massive pile of corrugated iron roped to the seat beside him. Behind the pile, Sludge and Tyke stood balanced on a mound of rotting timber topped by a wheelbarrow full of neatly sawn logs.

Lansdale eased to a halt and jumped down. ‘Found these two struggling down the street—thought I’d give them a ride before they did themselves or someone else serious damage.’ His eyes lit on Davy. ‘You look like you’ve got some muscle to spare. Come and give me a hand.’

Between them they unloaded the buggy and carried the old timber and firewood through to the back of the warehouse. It would keep them going for ages.

‘Right.’ The doctor dusted off his hands and slapped Davy on the back. ‘Thanks for your help, lad. Chase me up if you’re interested in a trial for the rugby team. We need some new blood.’ He cast one more look around the warehouse and gave an approving nod. ‘I’ve got calls to make. Tell Cracker to let me know if he needs the buggy again.’
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The rest of the day passed in a deal of comings and goings. By the time Cracker returned, Mrs Orchard’s cauldron hung bubbling away over the fire, the boys had claimed their spots in the hayloft, had received a lecture from Viola on keeping the additional water barrel for drinking, and were sitting exchanging tall tales.

She sank down and wrapped her arms around her knees. Something was different. The number of boys seemed to have multiplied since she’d first camped under the bridge. She gazed around the group, mentally ticking off those she knew by name—Tinker, Tyke, Sludge, Ted, Puddle, Stinker, Tiny, Dusty and Patch, and Stu hovering over the cooking pot. There were at least half a dozen she’d never set eyes on, some quite a bit older. What was she supposed to do? No one seemed worried.

Cracker’s return saved her from having to think about it. He’d be bound to notice, and if he didn’t she’d have a quick word. Maybe he knew them.

‘Smells good.’ He nodded to her, then ambled down to Stu and examined the cauldron. ‘Grub’s up,’ he yelled.

Like a tidal wave, the boys swarmed around the fireplace, standing with pannikins in hand. Stu ladled out the delicious concoction and the boys slowly dispersed to a comfortable spot.

‘’Ere.’ Cracker handed her some stew and a heel of dry bread, and sank down beside her. ‘It’s lookin’ good. Thanks.’

‘The boys have worked hard. How’s the bridge?’

‘Good.’ He dunked his bread in the stew and filled his mouth.

‘There are some boys here I haven’t seen before. I’m not sure what to do.’ Perhaps one of them was Bill Boxer, here, right under her nose and she didn’t know.

Cracker started to speak then chose to finish his mouthful. ‘Seen most of ’em ’ere ’n’ there.’

‘Mrs Orchard’s nephew Davy brought the stew around. I’m to tell you the vegetable garden needs sorting for winter.’

‘Got a few more jobs in the pipeline too.’

‘Taylor?’

‘Reckon so. She said there’d be more if’n we did a good job.’

‘You’re not worried about the rent?’

Cracker shot her a curious look. ‘How’d you know?’

‘Taylor. She says she can cover it for a bit.’

‘Nah. I don’t want ’er doin’ that.’

Viola still had Sinclair’s money burning a hole in her pocket, and after all, she was staying there. She had to be able to help somehow.

One by one the boys clambered up the ladder to the hayloft, where they indulged in a bit of horseplay until the day’s efforts overtook them and the place quietened down.

‘Do you know any of their real names?’

‘Don’t know yours, you don’t know mine.’ He lifted his shoulders. ‘Why should I ask? What good’ll it do?’

‘What about the magistrate?’

‘He can’t make us.’

‘He could fine you.’

‘Won’t do him much good. We can’t pay.’ He gave a great guffaw of laughter.

And if they locked the boys up, the sergeant would have to foot the bill or send them to Sydney. ‘You can’t always have lived on the streets. What happened to your family?’

‘Wot ’appened to yours? Why’re you looking for this bloke, not them?’

Point taken.

‘The little ones at Dillons Lane are lucky. Leastways they’ve got a mother that cares for ’em. This ’ere . . .’ He waved his index finger around his head, encompassing the entire warehouse. ‘This ’ere’s the next best thing to Dillons Lane. Better, maybe.’

‘Un pour tous, tous pour un.’

‘Do wot?’

‘It’s something from a story my brother liked. It means one for all, all for one.’

‘Sounds right.’ He tipped his head to one side. ‘Wot’s it about?’

‘Three brave swordsmen and their friend, who stick together and stand up for what’s right.’ She smiled into the darkness. Sebastian would be impressed.

‘Reckon the boys’d like to hear that.’
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Monday, 18 July, 1892

Taylor heaved a sigh of relief when she finally spotted Tuppence, Sludge and Cracker in the front of a wagon, and a mass of clean and scrubbed boys crammed in the back, making their way down to the courthouse. She hadn’t been able to shake the thought that they may not turn up and all their hard work dismantling the camp under the bridge and setting up in the warehouse would have gone to waste.

‘Mornin’, Taylor.’ Cracker doffed his cap, handed the reins to Tuppence and jumped down. ‘Got ’em all.’

‘And scrubbed too. Well done, Cracker.’

‘Tuppence did it.’ He huffed out a breath. ‘Tyrant, ’e is. Lined ’em up and scrubbed ’em pink in the old bath Bertha gave us. Come on, boys, and no nonsense.’ He dropped the backboard and one by one the boys tumbled out, leaving Sludge and Tuppence to deal with the wagon.

A quick headcount proved Cracker correct. ‘Right, follow me. We must report to the constable and then wait our turn. There are other cases being heard today.’

The very subdued bunch trailed after her, Cracker bringing up the rear, like a sheepdog ensuring no one broke away from the flock.

‘Sit down there, boys, backs against the wall, and tuck your legs up so no one trips over you.’ Taylor gestured to the spot. ‘It won’t be much longer. Just remember to mind your manners and let me do the talking. Got it?’ She raised her eyebrows and scanned the line of pale faces. ‘Only speak if you’re spoken to. The magistrate will ask you how you plead. You are all to say “guilty”. And that goes for you too, Cracker. No explanations or justifications. Do you understand?’

He didn’t answer, his eyes riveted on the front door—waiting for Tuppence to appear, Taylor suspected. The moment she stepped through the door, Cracker’s shoulders dropped and a relieved smile flitted across his face.

‘Hello, Tuppence. Where’s Sludge?’ Taylor squinted through the doors into the sunlight, but he wasn’t there.

‘Minding the wagon. He doesn’t have to appear, does he?’

Taylor shook her head. ‘No, he wasn’t arrested, and neither were you.’

‘Can I come in?’ Tuppence asked.

‘Yes, but stay at the back of the room. Here’s Sergeant Black.’

The sergeant studied the group of boys huddled on the floor. ‘We’re ready now.’

Taylor stepped forward. ‘I will be speaking for them.’

Black’s face creased in a frown. ‘You can’t do that.’ His gaze raked her from head to toe. ‘You’re a woman.’

‘I think you’ll find I can, Sergeant. Just mark them down as representing themselves—that’s acceptable, isn’t it? They will answer the charge.’

He let out a disgruntled harrumph and mumbled something about interfering busybodies.

Taylor tilted her chin and stared into his eyes. ‘The magistrate will be more than happy for me to speak for all of them rather than wasting his time.’

‘We’ll see . . . get a move on.’ He gestured to the door of the courtroom.

The boys hauled themselves to their feet and trailed after him, Cracker leading the way.

‘Come on, Tuppence. Just slip in after me, and as I said, stay at the back.’

Once everyone had settled, the magistrate lifted his lugubrious face and glared at the sergeant.

Black cleared his throat. ‘Your Honour, these boys were found swimming in the river at the bottom of Odd Street, outside the designated permitted hours, a clear violation of the local regulations put in place for public safety and decency. Despite multiple signs and previous warnings about the risks and restrictions, they chose to ignore these directives.’

‘And ..’ The magistrate masked a yawn with his pudgy hand.

Black puffed out his chest. ‘Swimming during prohibited times increases the risk of accidents and potential drownings. Such actions not only endanger the boys themselves but also place a burden on those who may be called to respond to preventable incidents. We ask that the court consider the need to reinforce the importance of these regulations to deter similar behaviour in the future to maintain the safety, wellbeing and respectability of our community.’

‘But we . . .’

Taylor glared at Cracker. The last thing she wanted was for Cracker to antagonise the magistrate, who fortunately appeared thoroughly bored by the whole proceedings—probably contemplating his lunch.

‘How do you plead?’

‘Guilty,’ the boys chorused, throwing proud looks in Taylor’s direction.

The magistrate cleared his throat and scratched at his head. ‘As this is the boys’ first offence and considering their tender years, I am inclined to consider a warning bearing the context of their actions. Sergeant Black, may I suggest that you spend some time helping them understand the reasons behind the regulations. I see from these papers that they cannot be classed as vagrants and have a permanent address. Three hundred and ninety-seven High Street—isn’t that next door to the undertakers?’

‘At the rear. It’s the old warehouse in Coffin Lane, but—’

‘That’s quite enough, Sergeant. The matter is not up for discussion.’

Taylor bit back a smile. Thank goodness the move had been completed in time. No fixed address wouldn’t have endeared them to the magistrate.

‘Each of you will be fined sixpence, with four shillings and ten pence court costs.’

‘All rise,’ the clerk intoned.

The magistrate heaved himself to his feet and left the courtroom without a backward glance. The boys stood, mouths gaping, until the moment the door shut behind the magistrate, and then they bolted out into the sunshine.

Taylor grasped Tuppence’s arm. ‘Go outside and get them into the wagon. I’ll be there in a moment. I must go and arrange a time to pay the fines and cover the court costs.’

Tuppence pulled a small leather purse with a brass clasp from her pocket. ‘I have some money. Can I help?’

‘No, it won’t be necessary, but thank you for the thought. I’ll be back in a moment.’ Taylor studied Tuppence’s departing back as the girl ran across the courtyard to the wagon. Another of those slips. Tuppence hadn’t opened the purse, but from the way it had nestled in the palm of her hand it contained more than the odd sixpence. Pushing back any thoughts about Tuppence’s honesty and truthfulness, Taylor strode back into the courthouse and went in search of the clerk to settle the fines.
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As she crossed the foyer on her way out, someone called her name. ‘Miss Fotherby. A moment of your time.’

She stopped and turned to see Sergeant Black, arms folded, lolling against the wall. She bit back a snarled ‘what’ and tried for a smile. ‘How can I help you, Sergeant?’

‘The magistrate asked me to ensure you were aware the court costs had to be paid by the end of the week.’

‘The court costs and fines have been dealt with. If there’s nothing else . . .’

‘I’d like you to furnish me with the full names and ages of all the boys in the warehouse, including those who were not required to appear before the magistrate. Add to that their last place of abode and their school record.’

‘What business is it of yours? The magistrate didn’t request any further information. The matter is settled.’

Sergeant Black narrowed his eyes and jabbed his finger towards her chest. ‘I’m watching you, watching you real careful. And that boy of yours, Cracker. If he puts so much as a hair wrong I’ll have ’im. And you. There’s discrepancies in the Children’s Registers—children placed in foster care or with guardians on some of the outlying properties absconding. It’s important we keep track of these poor unfortunates and ensure that their physical and educational needs are being met.’ He wiped a hand over the shiny dome of his head and gave a snide smirk. ‘I want that list, or they’ll all be on their way to Sydney. I’m not having these vagabonds in my town.’ He turned on his heel and stormed into the courtroom.

Unable to respond, Taylor pushed through the glass-panelled doors into the winter sunshine.

‘Hey, Taylor. Come on.’ Cracker waved frantically at her. ‘Tuppence and I ’ave got a surprise to say thanks. There’s room in the wagon.’

Was it all over? The outcome of the prohibited swimming and the warehouse were a move in the right direction, but Sergeant Black’s nasty, insidious smirk filled her thoughts. This demand for a list was concerning—more to the point, the mention of the Children’s Register and the sergeant’s claim that he’d ship the boys off to Sydney. At least he couldn’t accuse them of having no fixed abode. She’d never questioned Cracker in depth about his little band of followers; she sympathised with them more than anything. Who would want to be dumped on an outlying farm with a strange family who treated them as free labour if they didn’t have to?

‘Taylor!’

‘I’m sorry, wool gathering. I’ve got my bicycle. I’ll follow the wagon. Where are we going? I must be back in the office this afternoon.’

‘Walka.’ Cracker took off, leapt up into the back of the already moving wagon and waved, before clambering over the boys’ legs and into the front seat with Sludge and Tuppence.

From her vantage point behind the wagon, Taylor could see all the boys, all varying shapes and sizes, but she had no idea of their ages. Take Sludge, for example—he was tiny and frail, all skin and bones. What had made his twin brother run away from their foster home? And why? What of Black’s veiled threat about school? He was an interfering busybody. There had to be a way to stop him. It simply wasn’t fair.

As she pushed down hard on the pedals, drawing closer to the back of the wagon, she tried to remember the ins and outs of the Public Instruction Act. Children between the ages of six and fourteen years were required to attend school for . . . she wasn’t sure how many days. Unless they lived more than two miles from the nearest school, which was how the outlying farms got around the need to send their charges to school. But that wouldn’t apply in Maitland—there was a school in Horseshoe Bend, another in Elgin Street and one at Oakhampton. The only other excuses were sickness or if the child was already educated to the required standard. Perhaps she could talk the young boys into going to the school on Horseshoe Bend—it was much smaller and friendlier than Elgin Street—but then there was the cost. Not to be sneezed at if there were ten boys; or could she somehow claim they were a family and get a lower rate? But the boys weren’t family.

And then Tuppence’s face filled her vision. Beneath the dirt there was so much intelligence and knowledge, but the girl’s eyes—as old as the river itself. God only knew what she’d suffered in her young life, but still, such a likeable face, with big clear toffeebrown eyes, wide mouth, ready smile and a cheeky turned-up nose. Taylor’s thoughts hovered . . . Tuppence had most definitely had an education, but not a government school education. She let out a groan. She had to talk to Tuppence, alone, and she had to let Cracker know what Sergeant Black had demanded. He’d be fine because she was certain he was over fourteen, past the legal requirement to attend school.

Taylor had thought the Public Instruction Act was a great move—an opportunity for all children, no matter what their background—but now she wasn’t so sure. There had to be a way around it. Damn Sergeant Black and his pompous interfering.
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Viola picked up the reins and gripped the polished leather with a sense of purpose. It had been an age since she’d driven a buggy, not since Papa passed, and this was a wagon. She sat up straight and tall.

‘You all right there?’ Cracker turned on the seat beside her and spoke over the top of Sludge. ‘You’re very quiet. Want me to drive?’

She shook her head; she was enjoying herself, and the horses were so calm as they plodded along. ‘It was very nice of the undertakers to lend their wagon.’

‘Sssh!’ Cracker slammed his finger against his lips. ‘I haven’t said. The boys’ll throw a fit if they find out they’re riding in a hearse.’

‘I don’t think this could be described as a hearse. I saw the real one the other day—it’s a flash affair, all shiny black paint, huge, polished windows and more brass fittings than you can poke a stick at.’

‘The wagon moves the coffins.’

‘Full or empty coffins?’ Viola tipped her head to one side and grinned.

‘Don’t talk 'bout it. I want the boys to ’ave a good day after all their ’ard work.’

‘Are you pleased with your new dwelling?’ She waggled her eyebrows.

‘Yep. Picnic’s a thank you to Taylor, too. I called in a few promises around town and the shopkeepers chipped in! If things keep goin’ and we pick up a few more jobs we might even make the rent.’

They turned off the main street and followed the track along the river. The horses stirred, picking up the pace as they sensed the change in the air.

‘What is this place?’

‘The water works. There’s a big pump that sends water through all the pipes to the ’ouses. Looks like a grand palace, all patterned bricks and an ’uge chimney.’

It seemed a strange choice for a picnic. ‘Are we allowed to go there? Isn’t it dangerous—guarded or something?’

‘We’re not going to the pump house. There’s a really big area of bush—lotsa trees, and room to ’ave a kick.’ Cracker ducked down and pulled a somewhat moth-eaten leather ball from under the seat. ‘Aven’t told the boys about this yet. The captain of the rugby club gave it to me. Swept out the stands after the last match. There’s a lagoon out here too, birds and ducks and swans, and the water’s clear as. Even see the fish swimming.’

‘It sounds lovely.’ It truly did—a sense of peace and a great place to sit and think about what she should do next; exactly what she needed. Now that the boys had finished with the magistrate and moved into the warehouse, she’d have time to turn her attention back to her main purpose. She’d read over Sebastian’s notes more times than she could count, but now she had to come up with a plan—otherwise, what was the point in being in Maitland? ‘How much further is it?’

‘Not long—we’re well past Dillons Lane.’

Viola turned around and spotted Taylor pedalling up alongside the wagon.

‘Where are we having this picnic? By the lagoon?’ she called.

Cracker leant out of the wagon and cupped his hand around his mouth. ‘Yeah. After a game. Got a ball from the rugby club.’

‘I’ll go ahead. See you there.’

Taylor sped past the wagon and Viola let out a jealous sigh. A bicycle. She’d love a bicycle. If she and Sebastian had bicycles, they could . . .

She let the thought drift off into the winter sunshine as the impressive pump house—a stately building with intricate detailing, a tall chimney and arched windows—came into view. ‘It’s incredible.’

‘Just keep following the track.’ Cracker waved his arm then turned to the boys in the back. ‘Almost there, boys. Been here before?’

A muffled chorus of excited grunts and cries of ‘yes’ and ‘no’drifted in the air, but Viola didn’t dare glance back as she urged the horses forward with a gentle cluck of her tongue. The wagon rolled along the dirt track, its wheels crunching over pebbles and stirring up a cloud of dust as the landscape unfolded before her. Birds chirped in the trees, and a gentle breeze rustled the leaves, carrying the scent of eucalyptus and early wattle blooms.

A sense of calm washed over her as the surrounding bush opened to reveal a tranquil expanse of water mirroring the sky.

‘Over there under the trees.’ Cracker interrupted her thoughts. ‘Best place for the wagon.’

Viola tugged on the reins and guided the horses over to a small grassy area shaded from the noonday sun.

‘Everybody out!’ Cracker yelled. ‘Take the sack and the billy, and there’s bread there somewhere.’

The air filled with hoots of excitement as the boys tumbled out of the wagon and gambolled over to the edge of the water. Cracker jumped down, dragged the ball and a bucket out from under the seat and followed.

Viola studied the horses. Surely they couldn’t just be left tied to the wagon; they’d probably want a drink too. She ran her hand down the neck of the nearest horse. He was hot, but not horribly so, and they were resting in the shade.

‘Do you know how to loosen the traces?’ Taylor stood on the other side of the wagon.

Viola shook her head. All she’d ever done at home with the buggy was hand the reins over to the stable boy.

‘Just as well I do then. My parents owned a property out Bathurst way, and I was expected to help wherever I could. We can leave them harnessed, just loosen them a bit. It’s not too hot, and it looks as though Cracker’s getting them some water. Then we take this lead rope and anchor it around the tree.’ Taylor dusted off her hands. ‘They’ll be fine for an hour or two. What’s for lunch?’

‘I’m not sure. Cracker sorted it out while I got the boys clean.’

‘Bet that was a bit of a handful.’ Taylor eyed her with a strange expression, a mixture of curiosity and confusion.

Viola had a sneaking suspicion that there were some questions coming her way, questions she wasn’t sure she knew how to answer. ‘They were all right once I’d explained that the magistrate would view them more kindly if they were clean and tidy.’ Without waiting for a response, Viola dashed over to the water’s edge and dropped down beside Sludge, who was cradling the ball as though his life depended on it. ‘This looks delicious.’ She took a good look at the spread of food the boys had laid out on the rug and her stomach growled.

‘Cracker’s lit the fire and the billy’s on the boil.’ Sludge jumped to his feet. ‘We’re ’avin’ a game first. You comin’?’

Viola shook her head; she’d never, not even once, kicked a ball. A gentle game of croquet on the lawn had been their only sport, as Sebastian was, much to his disgust, banned from playing anything more energetic. ‘I’ll stay here and keep Taylor company.’

Fortunately, no one questioned her decision, and the boys bounded off, kicking the ball between them as they headed for an open space on the other side of the lagoon. ‘Keep an eye on the billy. Tyke’s watered the horses,’ Cracker yelled over his shoulder as he chased after them.

‘Not keen on rugby then?’ Taylor dropped down next to her, picked up a hard-boiled egg and began to peel it. ‘Maitland likes its rugby, but to be honest I’m not sure I can work out the intricacies of the game. They’ve had a club for about fifteen years, travel all over the place. The doctor plays for them when he’s here visiting his uncle.’

Taylor bit into the egg, covered her mouth and waved her hand at the spread on the blanket—bread, jam, fruit scones, slices of ham, some apples.

Cracker truly had called in more than a few promises. ‘I’ll have one of these.’ Viola picked up a fruit scone and sat picking at the sultanas buried in the dough.

A strange charge lingered in the air, something she couldn’t quite put her finger on. Taylor finished her egg and picked up an apple, tossing it from hand to hand.

Finally she spoke. ‘I was wondering if you could help me. Sergeant Black has decided, in his infinite wisdom, that he requires a list of the names of all the boys living in the warehouse—real names, their ages and the number of days they’ve spent at school.’

‘School? None of them go to school as far as I know.’ But it might be the perfect opportunity to find out if any of them knew a Bill Boxer.

‘It’s a bit of a problem. He also wants to know how they came to be in Maitland, the last place they lived. There’s a Children’s Register, and boys who’ve been assigned foster homes outside town have been absconding. I thought since you’ve got to know them quite well over the last few days, they might be more inclined to open up to you—and, to be honest, I’m so far behind at work I haven’t got the time. What brought you to Maitland, Tuppence?’

The piece of scone in Viola’s mouth turned rock hard and she spat it into her hand, refusing to meet Taylor’s piercing gaze. It was the question she’d known all along she’d have to answer, but it did mean that Cracker had been true to his word and hadn’t broken his promise. ‘I’m looking for someone.’

The silence hung heavy as thunderclouds, belying the bright blue of the sky, and when she couldn’t stand it a moment longer she murmured, ‘Someone my brother wanted me to find.’

Taylor’s face creased in sympathy. ‘Wanted? Where is your brother?’

‘He died.’

‘And so, you dressed as a boy and came to Maitland to honour your brother’s wishes.’

Viola shot to her feet, moving as fast as she could away from Taylor. You dressed as a boy. How did Taylor know? Taylor hadn’t ever, not ever, given the slightest hint that she thought Viola wasn’t a boy. She cast her mind back to every moment she’d spent with Taylor. How had she given herself away?

She paced up and down the edge of the water as the ducks bobbed and did what ducks did, while the black swans glided serenely on the calm water, and her thoughts tumbled and twisted.

Taylor’s shadow fell across her face. ‘It’s none of my business why you are pretending to be someone you’re not, and it makes no difference to the friendship I feel for you. I want to help you.’

Why would Taylor want to help her? Viola had lied to her. Pretended to be someone she wasn’t.

‘I like the person you are, no matter how you dress, and I admire your compassion and the help you’ve given Cracker and the boys. And if you’re fulfilling your brother’s last wishes, I respect you for that. What was his name?’

‘Sebastian,’ Viola murmured. It was as though she’d dragged him into another fatal situation. Almost as bad as her foolish idea to race through the streets in the darkness on their way back from the theatre. She couldn’t shake the responsibility that her actions had caused Sebastian’s death.

‘This person you are searching for . . . what do you know of them?’

The trouble with not telling the whole truth was that some small thing could trip a person at any time. ‘It’s a boy—someone from Maitland who spent time in Sydney, living on the streets, I think. A boy called Bill Boxer?’ She looked at Taylor hopefully.

Taylor smiled. ‘I don’t know the name, I’m afraid. But between us we have the perfect way of finding him, or at least knowing whether he’s in Maitland. Sergeant Black might well have played into our hands asking for a list of homeless boys. Perhaps we can help each other.’

Viola’s eyes welled at Taylor’s offer. She still wasn’t certain she could trust the young woman, but perhaps . . .

She turned away so Taylor couldn’t see her tears. ‘The billy’s boiling,’ she said.
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Taylor dropped a eucalyptus leaf into the billy, secured the lid and swung it around three times. She wasn’t sure the ritual made any difference to the quality of the tea, but Pa had sworn by it, said it encouraged a consistent brew and helped the tea leaves settle. She huffed out a plaintive sigh. Sometimes she wished she hadn’t, in a fit of despondency after her parents’ deaths, sold the property, leaving nothing but intangible memories. The consolation was knowing that the money was in a small way helping people. And Ma and Pa would have liked that. Their business had never made a huge profit because of all the pro bono work they took on, helping people who couldn’t help themselves.

A shriek of pure joy underscored her thoughts, and she squinted into the sunlight at the figures streaking across the makeshift pitch.

But who was that? Standing on the sidelines, far too tall to be one of the boys . . . a man, talking to three lanky youths Taylor didn’t recognise. Not a friendly conversation either, by the look of the group’s belligerent stances.

‘Any idea who they are, Tuppence?’ The name sat uneasily on her tongue. It obviously wasn’t the girl’s name.

‘I don’t know. They don’t look too happy.’ As Tuppence spoke, two of the youths shot off, while the other one raised his fist and followed at a slower pace. The man turned, and with great long loping strides made for the game.

‘Well, he certainly looks as though he’s played rugby before,’ Taylor said as he grabbed the ball and streaked off. And then it became clear. ‘Oh, it’s Dr Lansdale.’

‘The one who helped with the warehouse move?’

‘Yes, and helped Flo. He’s filling in for his uncle, Dr Lansdale senior, who is currently in Edinburgh catching up with family. I wonder who he was arguing with.’

Taylor filled two pannikins and handed one to Tuppence. They stood side by side, sipping their tea and watching the light playing on the surface of the water, until with a great deal of raucous shouting Cracker scored and the whooping boys packed up their game and returned. Sludge was riding on Dr Lansdale’s shoulders, the ball clasped firmly in both hands. The doctor swung him down and Sludge darted off to join the others, who were descending on the food like a plague of locusts.

‘Would you like a cup of tea, Dr Lansdale?’ Taylor asked.

‘Thank you. I would.’ He wiped his hand across his forehead. ‘It’s time I did some training.’ He grimaced as he took the tea and sat down on the grass.

‘Are the fine residents of Maitland keeping you busy?’

‘Nothing I can’t manage, but I have to say the area is far larger than I anticipated. I seem to spend most of my time visiting outlying properties, and then there’s morning and evening surgeries. No wonder my uncle has taken a break.’

And suddenly Sergeant Black’s comment about the Children’s Registers popped into Taylor’s mind. Was what he had said true? Were a lot of children absconding, or was he simply using it as an excuse to stir up trouble? ‘Do you know anything about the Dependent Children’s Registers, Dr Lansdale? A record of the children placed in care on some of the outlying properties?’

‘Indeed, I do. It’s part of my uncle’s responsibilities and thus mine, calling in and checking on the children.’

‘Sergeant Black wants a list of the boys at the warehouse . . .’ Taylor waved her hand at the locusts making short work of the picnic. ‘Oh, I’m sorry—I didn’t ask you if you’d like anything to eat.’

‘The tea’s fine. I’ll have a meal waiting for me when I get home. My uncle’s housekeeper, Mrs Jones, keeps me amply fed. Now what’s this list Black wants? Perhaps I can help.’

‘He’s concerned the boys aren’t attending school, and he’s interested in their origins. He implied that some of them might have absconded from out-of-town placements.’

‘I don’t see why I shouldn’t pass on names. I’ll see what I can find out.’ Lansdale knocked back the remainder of his tea and stood. ‘I must be getting along. I’ve a couple of calls to make. I really shouldn’t have stopped, but I couldn’t help myself. I’ll see if I can get hold of some tickets for the next home game for the boys.’

‘Just one more thing, Dr Lansdale—do you know how Flo is?’ ‘Flo?’

‘The woman from the lane outside the theatre.’

‘Ah, yes. I haven’t seen her again, but someone did tell me she’s got family up Singleton way. Perhaps she has gone there.’ He tipped his finger to his forehead and ambled off.

Taylor watched as he made his way around the water’s edge towards the pump house and jumped into his buggy. There was no sign of the youths he’d been arguing with.

‘Taylor?’

With a guilty lurch, she turned to face Tuppence. ‘The boys look as though they’re enjoying their treat. I’m going to have to head back to work, though. Messrs Brown are very accommodating, but there’s an insurmountable pile of papers next to my typewriter.’

‘Can I come and talk to you sometime soon? It won’t take very long. About the list for Sergeant Black.’ Tuppence pushed back her cloth cap and gazed at Taylor intently.

Taylor’s reply caught in her throat. How could she have ever mistaken Tuppence for a boy? The sun had pinked the girl’s cheeks, and her wide brown eyes were framed with the longest of lashes. They had to talk; it couldn’t wait. ‘Why don’t you come back to town with me now? We can double on my bicycle and talk on the way.’

Tuppence gave an explosive laugh. ‘My sense ofbalance is awful.’

Taylor grinned back. She couldn’t wait to find out Tuppence’s real name, even though she probably wouldn’t be able to use it in front of the boys, or anyone else for that matter. ‘It’s not as difficult as it sounds. You can have the seat. I get the handlebars and the pedals. Maisie and I have done it many times, and your sense of balance can’t be any worse than hers. Come on. Cracker can manage this lot.’
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There wasn’t much wrong with Tuppence’s sense of balance, and with her slight frame it was far easier than carting Maisie around, so before long they were bowling along the tow path beside the river, having offered their farewells.

‘Please, tell me your real name,’ Taylor called over her shoulder. ‘I can’t keep thinking of you as Tuppence. Where did you get such a strange name?’

‘Cracker.’

‘Why ever does he call you Tuppence?’

‘He saw the book I had and thought it was a penny dreadful. He wanted to call me Penny, but that wouldn’t work because—well, you know, it’s a girl’s name. He reckoned tuppence was twice as good.’

‘Does Cracker know you’re a girl?’

‘He knew right from the beginning. He said the smell of lavender and my walk gave me away.’

‘That boy’s too clever for his own good.’ But if Cracker had picked it, who else had? Viola’s vocabulary screamed of an education, never mind the book she so carefully guarded.

‘But he’s kept my secret.’

‘What should I call you?’ Taylor wasn’t quite sure why it was so important that she should know Tuppence’s real name, but the need burned so bright it almost scalded her. Trust, perhaps—a sign that Tuppence trusted her. The silence lengthened and Taylor pedalled on.

‘Viola.’

She almost missed the name, hardly more than a breath of air, but it warmed her. She brought the bicycle to a halt, placed her feet on the ground and turned. ‘Thank you, Viola. It’s a beautiful name.’

‘From Twelfth Night; my brother was Sebastian.’

Of course, her deceased brother. ‘Oh, my dear, I’m so sorry. So very, very sorry. Let’s get back to the office. I’ll have to do some work, but perhaps you could make a start on the list of the boys at the warehouse, then come home with me if you’d like to.’

Viola’s face fell and she shook her head slowly from side to side. ‘I can’t. What about Maisie?’

‘Maisie doesn’t need to know, and anyway tonight is her theatre night—rehearsals for the next play. She’ll be out all evening, and then I can drop you back at the warehouse when I go to fetch her. Hold tight. We should be at the office in about five minutes.’ Taylor pushed down on the pedals, and they sped down the road, past the police station and into the high street, then cruised to a halt outside Messrs Brown.

‘Will you come in with me? Make a start on the list of boys while I attack some of the more urgent paperwork. Then we’ll go home and see what Mrs Orchard has left for supper.’

A shadow drifted across Viola’s face and a frown creased her brow.

‘I promise your secret is safe with me, and perhaps this evening I can help you narrow down your search.’ Taylor couldn’t keep the pleading tone from her voice. There was something about this girl, more than the fact that she’d lost her brother, that tugged at her heartstrings. ‘Come inside.’

Taylor ushered Viola across the threshold and walked around to her desk. She slid a lined yellow pad of paper and a pencil towards Viola. ‘Pull the chair up and we can sit facing each other. This is the old partners’ desk; Messrs Brown commissioned a new one, so I rescued it—I like to spread out.’ She bundled up all the papers and made a space for Viola.

After a moment or two, Viola drew up the chair and settled opposite. She reached up to remove her cap, and then glanced at the door to Mr Brown’s office and pulled it back down, low over her brow.

‘Sergeant Black wants the nickname, real name, age, school attendance and previous address,’ Taylor said. ‘Do you think you could draw up a list?’

Viola didn’t reply, simply reached across the desk to pick up the pencil and ruler, and set to work creating a series of columns and rows. Taylor masked a smile and concentrated on the papers next to her typewriter. In a companionable silence, they worked away until Viola gave a great sigh.

‘What is it?’ Taylor asked.

‘I don’t even know how many boys there are, never mind all their names.’

‘Well, there were the nine that came up before the magistrate—Cracker, Tinker, Tyke, Puddle, Stinker, Tiny, Dusty, Patch and Spike . . . plus Sludge.’ Taylor ticked the awful nicknames off on her fingers, trying to visualise the boys standing in the dock.

‘And there’s the boys I met under the bridge,’ Viola added. ‘Stu, the cook, Fred, Socks and Barney. And others seem to drop by, sleep the night, and drift on the next day. Oh, and there’s Jonas, but he doesn’t sleep at the warehouse.’

‘That’s right. He’s got his spot in the waiting room.’

Viola’s face paled. ‘At the station? Is that how he found me?’

‘That’s what he said.’

Viola dropped her pencil and pinned Taylor with a penetrating gaze. ‘You’ve been checking up on me?’ Her chair scraped as she pushed it back and shot to her feet. ‘I thought we were friends. I trusted you . . .’

The chair toppled backwards with a resounding crash, bringing young Mr Brown out of his office. ‘Ah, Miss Fotherby. I wondered where you’d got to. Who’s this?’ He smiled benignly. ‘An assistant, perhaps?’

He wandered over to the desk and peered at Viola’s list. She stepped up beside him and slapped her hand down, covering her writing, but not before he’d glanced at it. ‘An assistant who writes a very fine hand. I’ll leave you to it. If I could have those letters before you go home, please, Miss Fotherby.’ He strolled back to his office, the model of diplomacy.

‘This isn’t going to work.’ Viola’s mouth turned down at the corners and tears welled in her eyes.

Taylor reached out a hand. Viola was correct; this simply wasn’t going the way either of them had intended. ‘Please, I want to help.’ She could feel the heat stinging her cheeks. How was she going to explain that she had rummaged through Viola’s belongings?

‘No.’ Viola snatched back her hand and step by step, without turning her back, made for the door.

‘Please . . .’ The slam of the door drowned out Taylor’s plea as Viola made her escape.


20

Viola darted around the corner and slipped into the first laneway she came to. She slumped against the wall and slowly slid down until she was hunkered beside a particularly foul-smelling pile of rotting vegetables. Everything was going wrong. She slammed her hands against her head. Taylor had lulled her into a false sense of security, but she was asking questions, checking up on her movements. Before long the whole of Maitland would know she was not who she’d pretended to be, and then she’d have absolutely no chance of ever finding this wretched Bill Boxer and hearing his story. She’d have failed Sebastian not once but twice.

Too trusting by half—and it had all started with Jonas. He’d risen like Banquo’s ghost the moment she’d changed into her street clothes. It hadn’t occurred to her that Taylor would . . .

An icy shiver worked its way across her skin. Had Taylor, or Jonas for that matter, found her luggage, gone through it? One look in her suitcases and anyone would know she was nothing more than a spoilt little rich girl. No one would believe her even if she did solve the puzzle Sebastian had left. Sinclair’s foul practices and unethical experiments would go unnoticed, and Mama’s unborn child would suffer just as Sebastian had, and become nothing more than the victim of Sinclair’s research.

She banged her head back against the wall, vainly trying to force her thoughts into order. And now, by running from Taylor, she had made herself look even more foolish. She dragged in a deep breath, spluttering as the rotting vegetable stink caught in her throat.

With a sinking sensation in her stomach, she clawed her way to her feet. If she was going to unravel this mystery, she would have to start thinking before she acted, and not behave like a spoilt brat caught with her fingers in the biscuit tin.

Despite her awkward questions, Taylor had good intentions. She might be the only person who could help her. How she wished she could retrace her steps.

She could, and she would. She’d apologise and hope that her behaviour hadn’t offended Taylor.

Viola wiped her sticky palms down her trousers, scrubbed the residue of tears from her face, then made her way back to the end of the laneway and peered around the corner. The two Mr Browns stood deep in conversation outside the office. Was Taylor still there? Would she accept her apology? Viola would ask for her advice and her help; admit to her mistakes and make a fresh start.

The younger Mr Brown tipped his hat as the two men passed her. She tried for a pleasant smile, didn’t quite manage it, then drew in a deep breath. Fighting her reluctance, she walked back to the office.

Peering through the window, she could see Taylor at her typewriter, fingers flying and the bell pinging every few moments. She cracked open the door and stuck her head inside.

Taylor looked up and smiled. ‘Ah, you’re back! I’ll just be a few more minutes and then we can go home. Do you want to take your list?’ Taylor pointed to the notepad still sitting on the other side of the desk.

Shame coated Viola’s skin in a sweaty flush. It was as though nothing had happened, as though she hadn’t thrown her chair across the floor and stormed off. She picked up the notepad then eased down into the now righted chair. ‘Taylor, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have run off like that. Can you forgive me?’

The corner of Taylor’s mouth lifted. ‘Would you still like to come home for something to eat?’ She pulled the sheet of paper from her typewriter. ‘I’ll put this on Mr Brown’s desk and be right with you.’

Viola blinked a couple of times to make sure her eyes, and ears, weren’t deceiving her, and tucked the notepad into her pocket. Over supper she’d tell Taylor the whole story from beginning to end and ask for her advice. Her shoulders dropped and a sense of calm descended. She couldn’t do this alone, and Taylor was the best—if not the only—person who could help her.

‘Come along then.’ Taylor pinned on her hat. ‘Maisie will have left for the theatre and Mrs Orchard is going to see her niece, so we will have the place to ourselves. Shall we double on my bicycle, or would you rather walk?’

‘The bicycle’s fine.’ Anything to get off the street. It was as though everyone could see through to her very bones; her blind faith in her disguise had been thrown to the winds.

Moments later, they were flying down the high street, dodging and weaving through the streams of people heading home as the sun set. As they turned into Carrington Street the scene calmed, and they made their way past the neat houses with their pretty gardens and painted fences, drawing to a halt outside the brick house almost at the end of the street.

A light illuminated Maisie’s sign, but they didn’t go through the front door. Instead Taylor wheeled her bicycle around to the back of the house and into a large, corrugated shed. ‘I was going to suggest this to the boys, but when the warehouse came up I decided it was far better suited, warmer too.’ She padlocked the shed and led the way up a neat path to the back door, then reached up to the lintel, retrieved a key and let them into the kitchen.

A scrumptious smell of pastry, chicken and—unless Viola was very much mistaken—mushroom filled the warm room.

Taylor wandered over to the stove and inhaled. ‘How lovely, my favourite. Chicken pie. We’ll have to leave some for Maisie, but I expect there are potatoes and vegetables as well.’ She lifted the lid of the saucepan sitting on top of the range and nodded.

‘And if we’re very lucky . . . yes, apple crumble.’ She pointed to the centre of the table, where a blue mesh food dome sat. ‘Now, would you like to wash your hands and face? I always use the scullery when I’m down here, saves trailing up the stairs to my bedroom. There’s soap and a towel in there. Help yourself.’

By the time Viola returned to the kitchen, Taylor had removed her hat and untied her hair, which tumbled in corn-coloured curls down her back. She’d laid the table and sat swishing the remains of a drink around and around. She looked up, gestured at a full glass of lemonade, and grimaced. ‘I have a confession to make.’

Viola’s stomach roiled. Had she made a mistake going back to the office? Should she have returned to the warehouse? She rose to the balls of her feet, swung a glance at the door.

‘Please sit down. I must get this off my chest or you will never be able to trust me.’

Against her better judgement, Viola perched on the edge of the chair nearest the door, feeling very much as she did at home when called to task for breaking yet another of Sinclair’s unending rules. She swallowed as she waited for the gavel to drop, her throat dry.

‘When I was at the station I opened a suitcase and bag and looked inside.’ The words rushed out of Taylor’s mouth in such a garbled torrent that Viola wasn’t sure she had heard correctly. ‘That’s how I knew you weren’t who you claimed to be. Please forgive me for such an outrageous liberty. I truly want to help in any way I can.’

‘Where are my bags?’ Viola snapped, unable to control her sudden flash of anger.

‘Still at the station. Behind the hessian packages where I found them.’

‘And who have you told about me?’

‘No one.’

‘Not Jonas? Not Maisie?’

‘No, no one.’

‘Sergeant Black? The stationmaster?’

‘No one.’

Viola fixed her gaze on Taylor’s eyes. Sebastian always said the way to pick a liar was to watch their eyes—they’d avoid contact, blink rapidly, fidget . . .

Taylor’s green eyes remained firmly fixed on her own, astonishingly bright, clear and still.

‘Oh.’ Viola sank back into the chair.

Taylor attacked the pie with a surgical precision Sinclair would admire, then slid a plate across the table to Viola.

It wasn’t until Taylor placed her knife and fork neatly together on her empty plate that her gaze came to rest on Viola’s face once more. Viola wiped her mouth, placed her napkin on the table and waited to see what would come next. So much less distressing on a full stomach.

‘Why don’t you start at the beginning?’ Taylor said. ‘I always think it’s the easiest way.’

Viola licked her lips, interlaced her fingers, wriggled back in her chair then took a deep breath. ‘My brother suffered from haemophilia. Do you know what that is?’

Taylor nodded. ‘A blood disease. Queen Victoria’s son had it.’ She stacked the plates, and Viola was grateful. No further questions, and thankfully no platitudes.

‘Sebastian died from a bleed to the brain after a fall.’ She opened her mouth to describe the circumstances and stopped. Just the facts, nothing more. ‘After his funeral, my uncle in Brisbane invited me to stay. My mother is expecting a child, and my stepfather is a surgeon at Sydney Hospital. Uncle Edwin thought a change of scenery would benefit me and allow Mama to rest. While I was on the train I discovered a letter and some notes Sebastian had left me . . .’ She paused and reached for Lambs’ Tales, as always tucked securely in the inside pocket of her jacket. ‘... in this book.’

She passed her fingers over the worn cover, sent a silent apology to Sebastian and continued. ‘My brother believed my stepfather, Sinclair, is using young boys for experimental purposes, hoping to find a cure for haemophilia. If Mama’s child is male, Sinclair will have another victim for his research.’ The sound of her dry-throated swallow echoed in the warm kitchen.

Taylor refilled Viola’s glass of lemonade and edged it towards her fingers. ‘And this boy you’re looking for has information that will bring your stepfather’s activities to light?’

‘That’s what Sebastian says, but I fear it’s an impossible task.’ Viola flicked through the pages of the book until she reached the cross-hatched writing. She pointed to the heading on the next page:

THERE IS NO CURE. NO ONE ELSE MUST SUFFER.

Taylor let out a long, whistling breath, unable to take her eyes from the cross-hatched writing. ‘Have you managed to decipher his notes?’

‘Most of them. That’s why I got off the train at Maitland—Sebastian said a boy named Bill Boxer knew the full story, but he had fled to Maitland. It’s there.’ She stabbed the mess of words.

‘You took it into your head to jump off the train alone, in the middle of the night, in a place you’ve never visited before? And you just happened to have a disguise tucked into your bag that you thought would make your task easier? I find that very difficult to believe.’

Viola leant forward and dropped her head, tempted to slam it against the table in frustration. ‘I can explain the disguise,’ she said quietly, ‘but if you don’t believe me it’s a waste of time.’

She lifted her head and found Taylor with her chin resting on her interlocked fingers, studying her like Sinclair poring over his microscope.

‘Then tell me,’ Taylor said. ‘Why don’t you start with the disguise. Why did you disguise yourself as a boy?’

Viola drew in a deep breath. ‘I thought I would be less conspicuous, less restricted in my movements. I already had the clothes, and I was used to wearing them. Because of Sebastian’s illness, he lived a very secluded and sheltered life. He wasn’t allowed out of the house and gardens, so we devised a way of escaping. We would dress as street boys and roam the city.’

‘Ah! Hence the appeal of Twelfth Night. Illusion and reality, changed identities and disguises.’ Taylor tapped the cover of Lambs’ Tales. ‘Things are beginning to make sense.’

Viola’s stomach tightened. Taylor’s tone still implied she didn’t believe her—thought she was playacting, reliving Twelfth Night. ‘I’d like my book back, please. It’s time I returned to the warehouse.’

Taylor closed the book with a snap and handed it over. ‘I admire your courage and your dedication to your brother’s wishes. I would be honoured to help in any way I can. Let me take you back to the warehouse.’

‘I’m perfectly able to go by myself.’ Viola tilted her chin and made for the door.

‘I know, but I would like to help. I said I’d pick Maisie up at the theatre. It’s on the way.’
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Taylor dropped Viola off outside the warehouse and waited in the laneway until Cracker opened the big double doors, before heading off to collect Maisie.

The events of the afternoon and evening had left her feeling numb and hollow, at a total loss as to how to help Viola. While she was certain they could make a good attempt at tracking down this boy, that wasn’t what worried her. It was Viola herself.

Not only was she mourning the loss of her brother, but on top of that her family had sent her away. Perhaps by adopting a different, but familiar, identity, Viola had found a way of coping, bringing her closer to Sebastian, and in trying to fulfil his last request deal with the ghastly situation.

What Viola needed was a trusting friend—not a curious, nitpicking, nosey parker. Tomorrow would be different.

‘Ah! There you are.’ Maisie closed the stage door behind her and linked arms with Taylor. ‘I was beginning to think you’d forgotten me.’

‘No chance of that, although I have made rather a hole in the chicken pie Mrs Orchard left for dinner. I invited young Tuppence to share—he was giving me a hand with some paperwork. Wretched Sergeant Black is getting far too big for his boots. He wants a list of all the boys living in the warehouse and their record of school attendance.’

‘They most certainly should be attending school,’ Maisie said. ‘To be perfectly honest, I don’t understand why the younger ones aren’t in rural placements or at the Randwick Asylum—they take them from a very early age. It wouldn’t have happened in Parramatta when I was growing up.’

Maisie’s rantings faded as Taylor thought about Viola. She had already suggested it to Viola at the picnic, but the list for the sergeant really was the perfect way to help—a legitimate reason to track down the boys in the rural placements and perhaps find the one Viola was searching for. Perhaps Taylor could even see if Lansdale could assist. He had said that he was responsible for checking the out-of-town placements.

‘Taylor! Are you listening to a word I’m saying?’

‘I’m sorry. My mind’s on other matters. It’s been a busy day what with the court appearance and work.’

‘How was the picnic?’

‘Picnic?’

‘Mrs Pinkerton said she saw you on your bicycle and the boys in the undertakers’ wagon heading out to Walka . . . And Mrs Adams said Dr Lansdale was there too, sharing your picnic.’ Maisie grinned. ‘He cuts a fine figure, doesn’t he? I expect it’s all that rugby he plays.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

‘You know you can’t get away with anything in this town.’

And that was one of the problems Viola would have. It would be so much easier if she’d arrived in town as her real self——then Taylor could have invited her to stay at the house. She gave a huff of exasperation.

‘It happens in all country towns. You should know that. Look how quickly the news spread of Mrs Alexander’s guesthouse closing in Parramatta. I think it was one of the best things that happened. I wonder how Connie, Mrs Montague and Miss Pettigrew are getting on. What I wouldn’t give for a trip like that. It’s about time we had another letter, isn’t it?’ Maisie swung open the gate. ‘I’m starving. Did you say chicken pie?’

‘I did. And I’d guess Mrs Orchard is back; the kitchen light is on.’ Which was most annoying, because Taylor had hoped to be home in time to clear up the mess she had left.

Taylor pushed open the kitchen door. Mrs Orchard sat, head in hands, amidst the remnants of the meal Taylor and Viola had shared.

‘Is everything all right?’ Taylor knelt beside the chair and rested her hand on Mrs Orchard’s arm. The housekeeper lifted her ravaged face and shook her head from side to side, then gave a mournful moan.

‘I’ll make some tea.’ Maisie bustled off.

‘How can I help?’

‘Nothing you can do. They sent me home in case he turns up here.’ Mrs Orchard gave another shuddering sob.

‘In case who . . .’ Taylor bit back her words; surely she’d learnt her lesson with Viola, asking incessant and possibly unnecessary questions.

‘It’s me sister’s daughter, Beth’s oldest, Davy. He didn’t come home.’

Taylor cast her mind back, trying to remember the intricacies of Mrs Orchard’s extended family.

‘He was out with his mates—one minute he was there and the next he was gone. None of them knew where he’d got to; melted into thin air, he did.’

‘Where were they?’ Not down by the river, surely. Not around the old baths. The image of the sodden paisley shawl floated before her eyes.

‘Round the back of the littlies’ school.’ She lifted her shoulders. ‘When he didn’t come home Beth went out looking, asked his mates. They didn’t know. A boy can’t just vanish like that. He’s a good boy, he is—he wouldn’t have done nothing he shouldn’t.’

‘Drink this, it will help.’ Maisie set a cup of tea down in front of Mrs Orchard. ‘I’ve put some extra sugar in. Would you like one, Taylor?’

‘I’ll get it in a minute. You have something to eat. The pie is in the warming oven.’ She sat down and patted Mrs Orchard’s arm, hoping against hope she would keep talking, and she wouldn’t have to ask any more questions.

Her patience was rewarded after a few moments.

‘The constables have said they’ll keep an eye out, but there’s not much they can do now it’s dark. That’s why they wanted me back, in case Davy came here. He’s a sensible boy, not like his younger brothers.’

‘I’m sure he’ll turn up. Just walk in through the door and wonder what all the fuss is about. But if he hasn’t by morning, I’ll go around first thing and have a word with Cracker and his mates—ask them to keep a lookout. Why don’t you have something to eat? A bit of your lovely apple crumble?’

‘Oh no. I couldn’t. Not right now. He’s such a good-looking boy.’ Mrs Orchard shook her head. ‘Lovely red hair like his mother, and strong too. The girls are going to start noticing soon. He’s just turned fourteen. He was all set to go and work with his father before the accident.’ She gave another harrowing sob and buried her face.
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Taylor rolled over and peered out of the window. A still grey mist hung over the river. She liked to sleep with the curtains open, to allow the lightening sky to waken her before Maisie’s energetic ablutions began. She pulled her clothes up from the bottom of the bed, shimmied out of her nightgown and dressed beneath the covers. It would be an hour or so at least before the winter sun broke through the mist. She’d go down and stoke the stove, put the kettle on the hob. A nice surprise for Mrs Orchard after her harrowing evening. Fingers crossed young Davy had turned up and it had been nothing but a storm in the proverbial teacup.

She glided down the stairs and into the kitchen, where the remains of last night’s supper sat forlornly on the table, reminding her of her conversation with Viola. No matter how she tried to keep her identity a secret, it wouldn’t be long before Mr Marsh’s curiosity got the better of him and he investigated the unmarked bags in the luggage room. Unless . . . Taylor prodded the fire again, closed the door and placed the full kettle on the hob.

Unless some unknown person collected the bags.

Without another thought she pulled down her cloak from the hall stand, threw it around her shoulders and stepped out into the damp morning mist, closing the door quietly behind her.

Nothing but a mangy dog checking out a pile of rubbish outside the general store and the smell of freshly baking bread slowed her as she sped along the street and down towards the station. She had a good hour before the first train arrived, and possibly a half hour before Jonas stirred from his berth in the waiting room.

She stood up on the pedals, legs pumping, nose dripping with cold and her gloveless, numb hands clamped to the handlebars. The rhythmic sound of the tyres blended with the fast-paced thudding of her blood as the buildings blurred into a continuous streak.

Finally, she slowed and cruised into the station forecourt, drawing to a halt alongside the end of the building where the wagons and drays loaded their produce onto the Sydney-Brisbane Express.

Not a single person was in sight as she slipped like a wraith up the slope and onto the platform. Hugging the wall, she made her way past the waiting room, hoping Mr Marsh hadn’t taken to locking the luggage room after the express went through.

She grasped the handle and the door swung open with little complaint. Once inside, she made her way to the row of shelves, crouched down and pulled the suitcase and Gladstone bag from behind the hessian packages.

Almost unable to believe her good fortune, she made her way back along the platform and anchored the suitcase and bag to the rack on the rear of her bicycle before stepping astride and carefully arranging the back of her cloak over them.

As she scooted out into the forecourt, the sun broke through the mist, bringing with it the usual morning flurry of shopkeepers heading for the high street to open for the day’s business. Restraining a crow of delight at her success, she followed the street along the railway lines and turned up towards the Mercury offices and into Carrington Street.

The last thing she wanted to do was take the bags into the house—Maisie’s eagle eyes would spot the fashionable logo in an instant. So she wheeled her bicycle into the shed and buried the bags under a roll of carpet. And all before seven in the morning. She grinned, and then remembered she’d left the kettle on the hob. Flying up the path into the kitchen, she found Mrs Orchard elbow deep in sudsy washing-up water, and a pot of tea on the table.

‘You’re up early.’

Tricky. She hadn’t given a moment’s thought to explaining her morning jaunt. ‘I’ve been out for a ride. I’ve had a problem with my brakes and it’s impossible to test them when the streets are teeming with people. I also thought I might spot some of the boys out and about early and I could ask them about Davy. No news, by any chance?’ She reached for the teapot and poured a cup, sipping slowly, hoping to wash away the sour taste of her lies.

‘No, nothing. I’ll finish clearing up here and leave you two to make your own breakfast. There’s yesterday’s bread to toast and some of the nice gooseberry jam I made a while back.’

Mrs Orchard dried her hands on her apron, untied it, folded it carefully and hung it on the back of the chair. ‘I thought I’d go down to the school and see if any of the boys and girls are playing down there.’ With a fragile tilt of her lips, she shrugged into her coat. ‘It’s the winter break but you never know your luck.’

Mrs Orchard closed the back door behind her. Taylor picked up the breadknife and cut several slices of bread. She’d always imagined luck as a fickle force that drifted past her, bestowing fortune on others while she remained grasping at empty air. But now she could feel it turning. The quiet certainty that she would be able to help Viola. It gave her a sense of purpose. She could be the one to shift the balance, to tip the scales in Viola’s favour and allow her to fulfil her brother’s wishes.
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Viola woke, the heavy pressure on her chest making each breath an effort. Soft vibrations, like the whirring of Maisie’s sewing machine, reverberated through her body. She blinked open her eyes and came nose-to-whiskers with Sir Toby lounging on her body, his yellow eyes half-closed in lazy satisfaction. She stretched and pushed him aside. A sudden jolt of surprise forced her upright.

‘You disgusting animal!’

She shuddered as she eyeballed the lifeless grey rat inches from her face. Sir Toby had no such qualms; he patted her cheek with his paw, clearly proud of his offering.

Shooing the cat aside, she crawled from the straw pallet, picked the repulsive corpse up by its tail, stepped over the snuffling, sleeping bodies littered around the hayloft and edged her way down the ladder. Cracker was crouched like one of Macbeth’s witches, stirring a vast amount of glutinous porridge in the camp oven.

‘Does that need any seasoning?’ She waved the rat under his nose.

‘Ew! Get rid of it. That cat has to go.’

‘No, he doesn’t. I’d far rather these monsters dead than alive, wouldn’t you?’ She wandered to the small side door and chucked the corpse into the wheelbarrow, still stacked with the filthy straw they’d removed from the hayloft. ‘The boys have done a good job. Where did you get the additional clean straw?’

‘Socks and Ted were paid in fresh bales when they cleaned out the livery stables. Be good if we got coin but . . .’ he lifted his shoulders ‘... beggars can’t be choosers.’

‘You’re not beggars, none of you. You’re working for your dues. Have you got any jobs lined up for today?’

‘Mmm. Word’s getting out. Trouble is, they’d rather pay in kind than cash. A barrow load of straw ain’t going to pay the rent. Taylor’s done enough.’

Viola’s fingers slipped almost of their own accord into her pocket and wrapped around her purse. She was certain Cracker wouldn’t accept any money from her, and it would draw unwanted attention, but perhaps since Taylor now knew her story, they could come to some sort of agreement—after all, she was benefiting from everyone’s hard work, it was only fair.

‘Can you give me a hand today? Gotta keep track of who’s going where and who owes what.’

‘Course I can.’

He dug a large ladle into the pot and dolloped a mound of porridge into a pannikin. ‘Here, breakfast.’ He then raised the ladle and clanged it against the pot. In a matter of seconds, a drowse of sleepy bodies slithered down the ladder, hands out waiting for their share.

The line seemed to grow longer and longer, and she put down her pannikin and took the ladle from Cracker, dolloping the porridge in the pannikins while he held them. ‘There’s quite a few boys I haven’t seen before. Where did they come from?’

‘Dunno. Out of the woodwork, I reckon. News gets around. Sayin’ no’s ’ard.’

‘Sergeant Black wants a list of everyone staying here, their names and ages and the last place they lived. He told Taylor at the courthouse yesterday. Something about attending school and skipping foster placements. She asked me if I could help.’

Cracker snorted. ‘He’ll be lucky.’

‘He’s got the names of all of you who went up before the magistrate—he doesn’t believe the nicknames though.’

‘’E might ’ave to, and the magistrate wasn’t bothered. There’s people from every which way flocking into town—’alf these new boys are off the land, kicked out or shot through.’

Viola didn’t answer; there wasn’t much she could say. She’d finish the list of the boys who’d been up before the magistrate, see how long the others stayed, have a bit of a chat, see if they knew anyone called Bill Boxer. More to the point, see if anyone was Bill Boxer.

‘Right.’ Cracker dusted off his hands and picked up the last pannikin. ‘That’s that. Want to give me a hand sorting today’s jobs? If the new ones aren’t happy to pitch in, they’ll have to find their tucker someplace else.’

‘I’ve got the notepad Taylor gave me in my jacket pocket. I’ll go and get it.’

By the time she climbed back down from the hayloft, Cracker had the boys all sitting around in a circle and he seemed to be dividing them up into groups. The boys from the bridge camp over to one side; another group, mainly youngish, in the centre; and three gangly, spotty fellows over on the right. There was something familiar about their sneering looks, and the way they lounged against the walls made her twitch.

Cracker climbed onto a haybale and ran his gaze over the motley crew. ‘Right. ’Ere’s today’s jobs. Four of you to stay ’ere cleaning and general tidying. Sludge, Tinker, Tyke and Puddle, that’ll be you. Over there.’

He flicked his finger over his shoulder. ‘Rosie at the Currency Lass needs a couple of you to muck out the stables and others to help with the barrels. Who’ll that be? Socks and Ted, you’ve done stables before.’ They nodded and ambled off.

Viola jotted down their names.

The three older boys nudged each other and the tallest one waved his hand in the air. ‘We’ll see to the barrels.’ He gave his mates a sly grin.

And in that moment Viola realised where she’d seen them before. She’d put money on them being the fellows Dr Lansdale had been speaking to at Walka the day before.

‘What are your names?’ she asked.

The tall one stuck his hands in his pockets and tilted his chin. ‘Wot’s it to you?’

‘No name, no job. No job, no tucker. Suit yourself,’ Cracker interrupted before she had a chance to reply.

‘Bugger that.’ He mouthed some more obscenities and slouched off, followed by the other two.

Cracker raised his eyebrows. ‘Might have to be a bit more careful who sneaks in. Reckon they thought they were onto a good thing moving the barrels—free beer.’

She pursed her lips. He was right, but it wasn’t going to help her track down anyone new. She studied the youths’ retreating backs—could one of them be Bill Boxer?

Spike, Barney and Fred nodded at Cracker. ‘We’ll do the barrels.’

‘Right, off you go. Now, last lot. Mr Brown wants some errands run. Dusty and Patch, you take care of those—make sure you’re clean and tidy. And Tiny and Stinker, Mr Boneham’s got some deliveries, and if you’re lucky you should bring dinner home.’

They scooted off. Cracker threw himself down next to Viola. He peered over her shoulder at the notepad and gave an impressed whistle.

She showed him what she’d written. ‘This column here’s the list of jobs, next column the name of the person doing it, and we’ll add how they get paid later. Then these empty columns are for their real name, where they came from and if they’ve been to school.’

‘I don’t like your chances.’ He raised his eyebrows and let out a huff. ‘Wot’s it to do with Sergeant Black?’

‘Taylor seems to think he’s within his rights, if they should be attending school and if they’ve absconded—’

‘Ab-whatted?’

‘Run away.’ Viola lifted her head. ‘What’s that noise? Up in the hayloft, hissing and scrabbling.’

‘Your mate Sir Toby, more than like.’

‘I think he’s found another rat.’ She pointed up the ladder to a frail patch of sunlight, where the oversized feline sat glaring into the shadows. ‘And Sludge, Tinker, Tyke and Puddle are cleaning up outside, so it’s not them.’ As she spoke, the wheelbarrow trundled past, Sludge balanced precariously on top of the pile of dirty straw, swinging the dead rat Sir Toby had presented to her earlier.

Cracker and Viola sat for a moment in silence, eyes trained on the hayloft. A few pieces of straw drifted down, then an explosive sneeze echoed.

Sir Toby launched himself from the hayloft, landed with a thud and stalked off, nose in the air.

Viola shot to her feet and opened her mouth to speak, but Cracker’s hand covered her lips. He pulled her towards the back of the warehouse, under the hayloft, into the corner. ‘Stay there,’ he murmured, then he marched to the bottom of the ladder. ‘Show yourself.’

The floorboards above her creaked and curiosity won out. She edged forward just as a pair of boots appeared at the top of the ladder, followed by legs encased in baggy trousers, a heavy coat, collar pulled up over a tatty dangling muffler, and lastly a tousled head of hair much the same colour as the dirty straw.

‘Down you come, slowly.’ Cracker stood at the bottom of the ladder, brandishing the broom.

When he got down the ladder, the interloper uttered a mournful groan and thrust his hands into the pockets of his oversized coat. Beneath his heavy fringe, a pair of sunken, nut-brown eyes stared from a complexion the colour of day-old porridge. Viola had thought him an old man, but now he was closer she could see he was about the same age as Cracker.

‘Who the ’ell are you?’ Cracker brandished the broom like a makeshift spear, its bristles quivering.

He gave a feeble cough to clear his throat. ‘Needed a place to kip.’ His voice was gruff, rusty, as though he hadn’t used it for a while. His blade-thin body shuddered, and he wiped his fist under his nose. ‘Climbed in the back shutter.’ He gestured to the hayloft. ‘Ain’t done no harm.’

‘’Cept break in. Why didn’t you come through the door?’

‘Was all locked up.’ He ran his tongue over his dried, cracked lips and gave a gut-wrenching cough.

Viola stepped out from the shadows. ‘He’s sick.’

‘Bugger off. Don’t want no sickness ’ere.’ Cracker took a step closer, and the stranger—who topped him by a good few inches—slumped against the ladder and slithered into a crouch, hands covering his head, shivers shaking his body.

‘You can’t send him away.’ Viola bent beside him and put the back of her hand to his forehead, almost searing her skin. ‘He’s burning up.’ Now she was closer, beads of sweat on his forehead were clearly visible and his hair was damp, plastered to his head. ‘He’s got a fever. He’s dehydrated. His lips are all cracked.’

‘For god’s sake. Talk so I know what you’re sayin’.’

‘He’s sick. We need to get him in front of the fire and give him something to drink.’ She slipped one arm under the boy’s arm and glared at Cracker.

With a loud huff Cracker lay down the broom, and together they half carried, half dragged the great thin streak of misery closer to the fire. He pushed aside their hands, swayed and gave another groan. His swollen, bloodshot eyes fixed on her face.

‘He needs water. Lots of water. Can you fetch some? The stuff in the barrel under the gutter’s fine. We’ll boil it. Have you got any peppermint tea, or chamomile?’

‘Pardon me. This ain’t the Commercial ’Otel, you know.’

‘Just go and get some water, please.’ Whatever was the matter with Cracker? Surely he could see the poor fellow needed help. ‘Cracker?’

‘I’m goin’. I’m goin’.’ He snatched up the billy and slouched off.

She eased the boy down on one of the bales in the corner, away from prying eyes. ‘How long have you been sick?’

He sniffed, wiped a filthy hand over his face and shrugged. ‘Dunno. Was camped down at the water works, in the inspection pit—freezing, wet, bloody terrible.’ His teeth rattled.

‘That wouldn’t have helped. We need to keep you warm and dry so shuffle up here closer to the fire. Let me take your coat and—’

He reefed away from her and wrapped his arms around his middle. ‘I’m fine.’

‘You’re not. Do you feel dizzy, unsteady?’ What a stupid question—anyone could see he was weaker than a kitten. ‘When did you last eat?’

He raised his shoulders. ‘Dunno.’

‘Do you think you could manage a bit of porridge?’ She peered at the glutinous mess left over from breakfast. ‘I’ll warm it. It’ll help.’

He stared back at her, his feverish eyes sparkling, then his head flopped forward.

He needed to be lying down. What else had she done for Sebastian when he was overcome by dizziness? Elevate the feet. That was it. She dragged another haybale closer and gently eased him back.

Cracker reappeared, swinging the billy as though he might use it to brain the stranger. ‘Can I get some fresh sheets, a blanket?’

‘I think he’s passed out. We need to keep him awake. Get some water into him.’ She took the billy and hung it on the tripod above the fire.

‘How do you know all this stuff?’

‘I used to look after my brother.’

Cracker emitted some kind of grunt. ‘Wot about us? Wot about the boys? Is he goin’ to make us sick?’

‘Not if we’re sensible. Keep the boys away from him. We’ll keep a pannikin just for him. Wash your hands if you touch him or anything he’s used. I’ll look after him; you don’t need to worry. We’ll open the doors. Let the fresh air in.’

‘For ’eaven’s sake. Why don’t we just get ’im to the ’ospital, or the doctor. Let ’em—’

Before Cracker could finish his sentence, there was a strangled cry and the boy shot upright, struggling to his feet. Viola placed her hands on his shoulders and eased him back down.

‘No ’ospital... no doctor.’ His eyes rolled and he gasped for breath.

‘Is that water boiled? You keep an eye on him; try to keep him calm.’ She poured some boiled water into a pannikin, swished it around, then emptied it out.

‘What are you doing? You said he needed to drink.’

‘Sterilising the pannikin.’

‘I give up.’ Cracker threw his hands in the air and stomped off outside.

While the water cooled, Viola thinned the remains of the porridge, leaving Cracker to his own devices. She could hear him shouting instructions to Tinker and Puddle, taking out his bad temper. It was unlike him. He’d been so welcoming when she’d turned up, and so caring of Sludge despite the young boy’s fantasies about his brother. She shook her head. Most odd.

The next time she turned around, the boy’s eyes were open and he was tracking her every move. She took the water to him, helped him upright and held the cup to his lips. ‘Take it slowly.’

He took no notice and gulped down a great mouthful, coughing and spluttering, then sipped some more before pushing her hand away and nodding his thanks.

‘Do you think you could try a bit of this?’ She stuck the spoon in the gruel she’d thinned and offered it. It vanished in a trice, and the next spoonful and the next. He was starving.

Before long all the water and porridge had gone, and a bit of colour had returned to his cheeks. He lay back on the pillow, and his eyelids fluttered closed.

Setting some more water to cool, she went outside to refill the billy and found Cracker sitting, knees pulled up and his head thrown back to the sun. ‘’Ow’s the patient?’

‘Sleeping. I don’t think there’s much wrong with him that some food and water won’t cure. He almost choked on the first mouthful of porridge, but his cough sounded normal.’

‘Well, Doctor Tuppence, I hope you’re right.’

‘You sound really fed up. What’s wrong?’

‘Dunno. But Bertha sent a message. Flo’s back.’

‘That’s good. Is she feeling better?’

‘Not when she discovered no one had seen hide nor hair of Mikey and Sam, not since Rosie saw them on the road. Flo thought they were safe with Bertha at Dillons Lane, and Bertha thought Flo had them with her in Singleton.’

‘What a mess.’

‘Need to ’ave a word with Rosie and see if she knows who was in the buggy with Mikey and Sam. D’you want to come?’

‘I’ll stay here. I want to try to get our patient to drink some more.’

‘Be good if you can get a name, find out where ’e came from. I hope he’s not with those buggers I sent away. They’re trouble.’
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‘Is there anything else I can do, Mr Brown?’

‘No thank you, Taylor. We’ll be in late tomorrow morning, a meeting at the bank, so if you can make sure you’re here on time it would be helpful.’ He winked, taking the sting out of his words. ‘Why don’t you go home and have a nice peaceful evening and a good night’s sleep?’

There were ears and eyes everywhere, but as far as Taylor knew, no one had seen her at the station that morning. More than anything else, she wanted to speak to Viola and let her know that she had rescued her luggage. It would be dreadful if she went to collect it and discovered it missing. She also wanted to find out if Viola had made any progress with the list of boys. Sergeant Black was not a patient man. In fact, she was surprised he hadn’t come barging into the office today.

She rammed her hat down hard, retrieved her bicycle and headed off to the warehouse. It would be interesting to see how much work the boys had managed, and to find out if Cracker had followed up all the leads she had given him. Although she could afford to meet the rent for several weeks, it would be far better if the boys could cover at least some from their own labours. She also had another suggestion for them—when she’d called into the Maitland Mercury the previous day they’d mentioned they were looking for a delivery boy.

She cruised down Coffin Lane and came to a halt outside the warehouse. There was no sign of anyone, but the large double doors were wide open, so she propped her bicycle against the wall and wandered inside. The fresh air and sunshine had worked miracles—the sour old straw had been replaced, filling the air with a clean, sweet smell, far removed from the damp musty odour she’d first encountered. And there was not a coffin in sight, which had to be a bonus. ‘Is there anyone about?’ she called as she wandered under the overhanging floor of the hayloft and into the darker, and surprisingly warm, space at the back of the warehouse. A cheerful fire burned, and a rattling billy hung from the tripod.

‘Hello, Taylor.’ Viola stepped into the light.

A cough and a groan came from behind Viola, and Taylor spotted a hunched mound lying on top of a makeshift pallet of straw. ‘Oh! Who’s this? Is someone sick?’

Viola raised her hand to halt her, tilted her head towards the front of the warehouse and led the way. ‘We found him this morning. He’d climbed in through the shutters last night. He’s dehydrated and absolutely starving, but I don’t think there’s much else wrong with him. He said he’d been sleeping out at Walka in one of the inspection tunnels.’

‘In the tunnels? I’m surprised he hasn’t drowned or caught pneumonia.’

‘He’s running a bit of a fever, but it’s settled since I got some water into him. And his cough doesn’t sound like pneumonia.’

‘How do you know?’ Taylor regretted her words the moment they were out of her mouth.

‘I nursed my brother, and my father was a doctor, and my stepfather

‘I’m sorry. That was totally unacceptable.’ Her only excuse was that it seemed so strange coming from a young urchin who didn’t look a day over twelve. ‘I came to tell you that I have collected your bags from the station.’

Viola’s face paled. ‘Why?’

‘I didn’t think you’d want Mr Marsh to start asking questions around town. They’re at home in the back shed. I can bring them here if you’d like me to, but I thought they’d be better out of sight until you decide what you want to do.’

‘I know what I want to do. I thought I’d explained that to you. Find the person I’m looking for.’

‘It’s a touch of a needle in a haystack. Perhaps it would be easier if you came and stayed with Maisie and me.’

‘What? How can I?’ She gestured to her clothes. ‘I’d be totally out of place, and Maisie would have a conniption. It’s not going to help.’

‘Just listen to me for a moment. It occurred to me while I was riding home after I picked up your suitcases. We could say you’re my cousin from Bathurst. Dressed in your own clothes, no one would ever know you were the boy that Jonas found at the station. You must be longing for a bath and a—’

‘Taylor, I can’t. Thank you, but I’m better off here, and I’ve got more chance of finding this boy I’m looking for.’ She crooked her finger, and they moved further away from the back of the warehouse. ‘I need to finish collecting the boys’ names for Sergeant Black. Another group turned up here last night. I’m perfectly placed to find Bill Boxer.’

‘But you don’t know he’ll come here. More to the point, you don’t even know that he’s in Maitland.’

‘It’s the only clue I have. I found something more in Sebastian’s notes. He spent hours talking to the boy during the blood transfusion. He came from the outskirts of Maitland—he was sent to Randwick Asylum after his grandfather died. Sinclair paid him—paid him for his blood—then threw him out on the streets. The boy told Sebastian he’d go back to Maitland. He must be here somewhere.’

Viola delved into her pocket and brought out the yellow notepad. ‘Here’s the list. I’ll see how much more information I can get out of the boys tonight and let you have it tomorrow.’

Taylor ran her gaze down the list of names—all nicknames; they could be anyone. ‘Not all these boys were up before the magistrate.’

‘No, there are quite a few new faces. Cracker kicked three older fellows out this morning. He says not to mention the new ones, but I don’t know if that’s a good idea. We don’t want Sergeant Black to think we’re lying—he only has to come around here, and he’ll see them.’

A bout of coughing followed by shuffling steps stopped Viola’s words. ‘I’ve got to go and give Mouse some more water.’

‘Mouse?’

‘I’m calling him Mouse because Sir Toby unearthed him in the hayloft. He won’t give me his name.’

‘Mouse! Better than Rat, I suppose.’ And then Taylor remembered the other reason she’d wanted to talk to Viola and Cracker. ‘Mrs Orchard’s nephew has gone missing. His name is Davy. Can you ask if anyone’s seen him?’

‘How old is he? What does he look like?’

Taylor thought back to the night before. It seemed like days ago. ‘According to Mrs Orchard, he’s good looking, red hair, strong for his age.’

‘I remember him. He brought round a pot of soup our first day here, from Mrs Orchard. Well, he’s certainly not Mouse—he’s all skin and bone; his hands hang out of his sleeves like dried twigs, and he’s gaunt and hollowed out because of the dehydration. And none of the older boys Cracker kicked out this morning had red hair. I’ll keep my eye out. See, I do need to be here!’ Viola offered a blinding smile.

‘Can you ask Cracker too, please? Where is he, anyway? I wanted to let him know that the Mercury are looking for a delivery boy.’

‘He’s gone to see if he can find out any more about Mikey and Sam. Apparently Flo’s come back and they weren’t with her. No one’s seen them since Rosie spotted them heading out of town.’

‘Oh, dear me. Flo must be beside herself. I ought to go and see if I can help. Tell me if Cracker finds out anything more.’

‘I really must . . .’ Viola gestured to the back of the warehouse again.

‘Oh, before I go . . .’ Taylor delved into her pocket ‘... here’s a copy of the Public Instruction Act. Maybe you can find a loophole or two to help the boys.’

‘I’ll talk to them tonight. I’m certain I won’t get their real names out of them. And I’m not sure I want them if it’s going to get them into trouble with Sergeant Black.’

‘See what you can do. I’ll be off. Let me know if Cracker finds out anything about Mikey and Sam, or Davy.’ Taylor raised her hand and climbed back astride her bicycle. Whatever was happening? Three boys missing—four if they included Sludge’s brother, and that wasn’t even counting the mysterious Bill Boxer Viola was searching for.
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Viola waited until Taylor had turned the corner at the end of the laneway and made her way to the back of the warehouse. She bent and ran her hand over Mouse’s forehead. He murmured, but seemed cooler and more settled—better to let him sleep and wake him later for some more water.

After picking up her notepad and pencil, she found a patch of sunshine and settled down to read through the list, casting her mind back to the first night she’d spent at the camp under the bridge. She hadn’t taken the time—or, to be truthful, had the interest or energy—to count the boys who were all hunkered down around the fire. It wasn’t until she’d arrived at the floating baths with Cracker and seen Constable Button, or was it Bonnet, herding them up the hill that she’d put names to faces, but there were more now than there had been that night under Belmore Bridge. It had only been that morning with the arrival of those older fellows that she’d realised how many of them came and went as it suited them—Mouse was but one more.

‘You’ve picked a good spot.’ Cracker threw himself down beside her, pulling her from her reverie. ‘’Ow’s the patient?’

‘He seems better. Sleeping quietly, so I left him. I’d love to know why he chose to hole up at the water works—there must be better places. Did you know all the boys who slept under the bridge when you had the camp there?’

‘The regulars, but often there’d be one-nighters, looking for a feed or a fire, somewhere warm. A bit like that lot this morning. Couldn’t really stop them down by the river, but—’

‘But now we’re here, we’re going to have to be more careful. We have a responsibility to Taylor.’

‘We?’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘Planning on staying, are you?’

‘For a while, if you’ll have me.’

He dug his hand into his pocket and pulled out a meat pie wrapped in newspaper. ‘We could seal it with a bite.’ He broke the pie and passed a chunk to her. ‘I saw Bertha and Flo, but no sign of Mikey and Sam. Somefink ain’t right.’ He took a mouthful and chewed slowly.

‘Taylor dropped in. She said to tell you that the Mercury are looking for a delivery boy. And she’d like to know what you found out about Flo.’

‘Not a lot. Flo’s worried the boys’ father might have taken them. They’re old enough to make themselves useful. The only good news is that there haven’t been any more bashings.’

‘Yes, that is good.’ Viola brought the pie to her mouth then stopped. ‘She also asked if you could get the boys to keep an eye out for Davy, Mrs Orchard’s nephew. No one has seen him since yesterday. A strapping lad with red hair.’ She grinned into the pie—probably best to leave out the rest of the description.

‘Ask ’em this afternoon. Gotta check the shutters, make sure no one else can get in up there.’

Viola held the remainder of the pie in the palm of her hand. If Mouse was awake she’d give it to him. Sir Toby, however, had other ideas; he wound through her legs as she walked inside. ‘None for you. Go and catch your own.’

She found Mouse propped up on the haybales, shoulders slumped. He raised his head, and the corner of his mouth tilted as he tried for a smile.

‘Feeling any better? Fancy a bit of this?’ She held out the pie.

A flicker of interest flashed in his eyes.

‘Better have a drink too. Here, take this and I’ll be back in a minute.’ She filled the pannikin with some boiled water and turned back to see him licking the ends of his fingers. ‘Still hungry?’

He nodded and drank greedily.

‘Gently does it. Hopefully there’ll be something for supper later. Have you got a name?’

He looked up, his eyes narrowed, and shook his head. Suddenly she was reminded of Cracker asking her the same question. He hadn’t pushed it. Just given her a name, and made her feel wanted, part of the group. The least she could do was offer the same to this stranger. ‘In my mind I’ve been calling you Mouse.’

He gave a snort, which might have been a laugh, and cocked his head to one side.

‘You were up in the hayloft, snuffling and scrabbling, when Sir Toby found you.’

‘Sir Toby?’ he croaked, and reached for the water again.

‘Guardian of the hayloft, supreme rodent killer. You’re lucky he didn’t eat you. How did you know about the warehouse?’

‘Used it a while back when it was full of coffins.’ He rested back on his makeshift bed.

‘I’ll let you sleep. The boys will be back soon and that’ll be the last of the peace and quiet.’ She picked up the pannikin as he settled down and closed his eyes.

As the boys started to drift in, Viola set up a space next to the barrels and began the laborious task of trying to make a record of the day’s work and any other information she could discover. As she’d expected, nicknames weren’t a problem. It seemed Cracker had used much the same method on them as he had on her, and she had on Mouse.

It was their ages she couldn’t sort out. None of them knew when they were born and those who claimed they did might as well have picked a date out of a hat. But then again, if your birthday wasn’t celebrated, why would the date matter?

When the mention of school came up, though, everyone seemed to have an opinion. They were meant to go to school once they turned six. But if they lived more than two miles from the nearest school they didn’t have to, and someone had to pay threepence a week, and where was that supposed to come from? And guess what . . . if you didn’t pay then you couldn’t attend—so they didn’t. It was a farce.

Viola truly didn’t like Sergeant Black’s chances. The boys had an answer for everything. She resorted to writing excuses alongside each boy’s name. And then there was the question of foster care and guardians—obviously something created by a well-meaning bunch of do-gooders who had no idea of life’s realities. Children, boys especially, made excellent workhands, particularly if they were well fed and strong, but who came off the streets well fed and strong? And with the depression, farmers with small holdings couldn’t afford to feed themselves, so they turned a blind eye when their charges vanished. No wonder the warehouse was attracting so many. It was a far cry from the sheltered education she’d received in Sydney with the nuns at St Vincent’s College, and even further from the privilege of the tutor Sebastian had.

‘Cracker, this is a waste of time. They don’t know their age and if they do they tell blatant lies. Did you go to school?’

‘Course I did.’

‘And you can read and write to an acceptable standard?’

‘Reckon I can. Anyway, I’m over fourteen so I don’t ’ave to go to school.’ He raised his chin.

‘Read this, then.’ She shoved the notepad under his nose, and he rattled off the boys’ names. ‘And what about this?’ She pointed to her scrawled notes.

His nose twitched, rather like Sir Toby’s when he sensed a victim. ‘I can read enough to get by. Numbers and names. I know that sign down there says Coffin Lane and the next one Bourke Street, and the names of the shops. Black wants the young ones. Wants to make a name for hisself.’

Viola flicked back through her notes, tapping her pencil against her cheek as the idea formed. ‘Cracker, I have had an excellent idea. This Public Instruction Act that Taylor gave me.’ She waved the paper under his nose. ‘It says children don’t have to attend if they’re “under regular instruction”.’

Cracker scratched his head. ‘Wot?’

‘They don’t have to go to school if they’re being taught somewhere else—at home by a tutor. I could teach them. Sergeant Black wouldn’t have a leg to stand on.’

Cracker shrugged. ‘Dunno.’

‘We could give it a try. Sergeant Black might have tripped himself up. We’ve got three loopholes.’ She raised her thumb. ‘If they lived outside the town they didn’t have to go.’ Then her index finger. ‘If they can read and write they don’t have to go. Or if they are taught some other way. I’ll teach them.’ She folded her arms. ‘And they only have to go to school for seventy days every half year—that’s two and a half days a week. Sergeant Black can’t do anything if Taylor comes up with something official sounding for us.’
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By the time Taylor got home, her early start had caught up with her and she wanted nothing more than to crawl under the blankets and sleep. Lights blazed in the kitchen, and she could see Mrs Orchard moving to and fro between the table and the stove.

‘Any news of Davy?’ she asked as she pushed open the door.

Mrs Orchard screwed up her face and shook her head. ‘Nothing. I talked to the boys and girls playing outside the school, but no one’s seen hide nor hair of him. Poor Beth’s beside herself—she took a real nasty turn, and she’s due to have her bub in a week or two. We called for the doctor, but he was out of town.’

‘Surely they reported Davy’s disappearance to the sergeant.’

‘And what’s he got to say? Not much. He reckons at fourteen Davy’s old enough to look after himself. Here, sit yourself down, there’s some chicken soup. The butcher didn’t deliver today.’

‘You sit down, and I’ll sort it out. Where’s Maisie?’

‘Out. Something to do with a fitting.’

Taylor looked out of the window at the gathering dusk. ‘Did she say where?’

Mrs Orchard shot her a look from under her eyebrows. ‘You worried?’

‘A bit. It’s not like Maisie to be late.’

‘There was a time when you could walk the streets of Maitland day or night and know you’d be safe.’ Mrs Orchard plonked two bowls of soup down on the table.

Before Taylor had a chance to raise her spoon, the front door slammed. ‘I’m home!’ Maisie’s voice echoed down the hallway, and Mrs Orchard gave a nod of satisfaction and went to get another bowl.

‘Supper’s on the table,’ Taylor called.

‘Be right there.’ Maisie swept into the room, her cheeks red and her hair all over the place.

Mrs Orchard gazed up at her. ‘You look flustered.’

‘I’m perfectly fine. There was a commotion in the high street. A poor woman knocked flying outside the general store by three louts. I am so thoroughly pleased we don’t have Cracker camping out in the back shed. Those boys attract all sorts of trouble.’

Mrs Orchard’s spoon clanged. ‘What sort of louts?’

‘I’m not sure. I was helping the woman collect her shopping—it was scattered all over the place—and they took off hooting and hollering. Older than Cracker and his gang, more young men, youths.’ Maisie picked up her spoon and sipped her soup. ‘This is wonderful; I didn’t have time for lunch. Any news of your nephew?’

‘Grandnephew,’ Mrs Orchard corrected, ‘and no. Nothing. None of those boys had red hair, did they?’

‘I didn’t notice. Why?’

‘Davy’s hair’s as orange as a carrot, can’t miss ’im.’ She shook her head. ‘He wouldn’t do a thing like that. Can you two clear up for yourselves? I’m going to go round and check on Beth and see if there’s any news.’

Taylor pushed back her chair. ‘Would you like me to come with you? It’s getting late.’

Mrs Orchard slipped her arms into her coat. ‘If I come across any of those louts I’ll give them a piece of my mind, don’t you worry. Besides, I’ve got a lift lined up.’ The back door clanged shut behind her.

‘Well, pardon me. She’s a bit feisty today.’ Maisie finished the last mouthful of soup and scraped the spoon around the bowl.

‘She’s worried about Davy. And you know, we’ve all been concerned about the women who’ve been attacked—Flo and the others—but no one’s seen Flo’s boys, Mikey and Sam. Isn’t it odd, all these boys going missing around the same time?’

‘But what about all the others—Cracker’s boys? We don’t know where they’ve come from. They could have run away from anywhere in the district and ended up in Maitland. Everyone’s talking about them now they’re at the warehouse. Did you know they’ve just moved in with no by-your-leave from anyone?’ Maisie sounded outraged. ‘They’ve taken over the place. Mrs Pinkerton reckons they’re squatting—hoping that if they stay there long enough they’ll have some rights. Who owns the place anyway? Can’t you ask Messrs Brown? The owners should be notified. They’re all over the town, too—while I was at Mrs Pinkerton’s, one of them delivered her order from the butcher, can you believe it?’ Maisie huffed out a frustrated sigh. ‘You’re partly to blame for encouraging them, Taylor, standing up for them in front of the magistrate.’

‘Where do you expect them to go?’ Taylor countered. ‘There’s no local orphanage. And with this depression, the small farmers are walking off their holdings and moving to the cities looking for work. They can’t afford to feed themselves, never mind a foster placement. I’m very much in favour of the warehouse. Trust me, Maisie, everything is above board.’

‘The farmers get paid for those placements and there’s the orphanage in Singleton.’

‘Which is bursting at the seams and the boys are chucked out the minute they turn twelve.’

‘Then send them to Sydney.’ Maisie threw her soup bowl into the sudsy washing-up water and flounced out of the room.

Taylor rocked back in her chair, hands behind her head. She didn’t in any way begrudge Maisie her success in Maitland. Having her own ‘establishment’, as she liked to call it, had been Maisie’s dream when she and Taylor had first met in Parramatta, and Maisie had worked for Mademoiselle Gautier, the dressmaker. She deserved every success, but it had changed her. She seemed to have lost all sense of compassion. Cracker and his boys had made a great start and the women at Dillons Lane were doing the best they could—and would do a lot better if some of the well-heeled women would keep their noses out of their business.

The prospect of a nice cup of tea and an early night flickered like the evening star. Taylor washed and dried the dishes and had just put the kettle on to boil when a scraping sound at the window caught her attention.

Viola’s face came into view. Taylor gestured to the back door. What was the girl doing out after dark? She hadn’t an ounce of common sense or caution. She threw open the door and hauled her inside. ‘What are you doing out alone?’

‘I’ve brought you the paperwork for Sergeant Black. It’s the best I can do, and I’ve had this wonderful idea. I want to know what you think.’ Viola glanced around the room and out into the hallway. ‘Is Maisie home?’

‘She is but she won’t be leaving her bedroom. She’s flown off the handle because some youths knocked a woman down outside the general store and scattered her shopping. We had a slight disagreement. She doesn’t think the boys should be in the warehouse. She thinks they should be sent down to Sydney to the asylum.’

‘That’s a bit tough, isn’t it?’

‘It’s usually only for the troublemakers. It’s not the best of places. Discipline’s strict and the conditions harsh. It’s supposed to prepare them for a productive life, with an emphasis on basic education, and if they’re lucky a trade apprenticeship. But it takes them away from everything and everyone they know, and nine times out of ten it fails miserably.’

‘And that could happen to the boys in the warehouse if Sergeant Black has his way?’

‘It’s more than a possibility.’

‘Then I’m really pleased I’m here because I’ve had such a good idea. I read through the Public Instruction Act you gave me. I might have found a way around it for the boys at the warehouse.’ She pulled the now screwed-up piece of paper Taylor had given her from her pocket. ‘It’s this bit.’ She stabbed her finger at the page. ‘It says “children between the ages of six and fourteen years” have to “attend school for a period of not less than seventy days in each half year”.’ She ran her finger along a line of print. ‘This is the bit I’m interested in—there’s an exemption if “the child is being regularly and efficiently instructed in some other manner”.’

‘But if they’re not at school they’re not being instructed in any manner.’

Viola leant back in the chair, a huge smile on her face. ‘But supposing I taught them? Seventy days every half year is just two and a half days a week.’

‘But you’re not qualified. How old are you?’

Viola’s mouth twitched. ‘I’m sixteen, nearly seventeen.’

Taylor snapped her gaping mouth closed. ‘You can’t be.’

‘I am. Just naturally fine boned and small. Sebastian always called me Stick Insect. More importantly, I went to school at St Vincent’s College in Sydney, and I worked with the younger children from the time I was fourteen helping the nuns, a bit like an apprenticeship. It was my Papa’s idea originally. He thought it would be useful to have an occupation.’

‘He and my father would have got on well,’ Taylor said. ‘I went to work in the family business when I left school because I couldn’t study law at Sydney University. They still won’t admit women.’

‘So, you understand. Do you think we can convince Sergeant Black?’

‘He might accept Miss Viola—not Tuppence. Do you mind if I talk to Messrs Brown about it? Their advice is always sound.’

‘Please don’t mention my name, not yet. We’ve got a bit of time. It’s the winter break, so there’s no school.’ Viola stuck her hand into the inside pocket of her jacket and brought out several sheets of yellow paper. ‘Here’s the list. I’ve included some of the others who weren’t up in front of the magistrate but are living at the warehouse. I thought it looked more legitimate. Most of them wouldn’t tell me their real names, and I’m a bit suspicious of the ones who did. The same goes for their ages, especially when we talked about school. And most of the older boys say their parents died and they have no other family, so they came to Maitland where they thought they could get work.’

Taylor ran her eye over the immaculate copperplate and the neatly drawn-up columns and rows. If she could somehow get the support of Messrs Brown, Sergeant Black might just give up. Wishful thinking, perhaps, but surely it was worth a try. ‘This is exactly what I need. I don’t suppose you got any closer to finding this Bill Boxer your brother talked about?’

Viola shook her head. ‘No. I wish so very much I’d had the opportunity to meet him, but I was always excluded from Sinclair’s treatment room. I wasn’t even allowed to see Sebastian until Sinclair deemed him sufficiently recovered to leave the turret and return to his own room.’

Taylor knew she shouldn’t ask, but curiosity bloomed like a magnolia flower. ‘What treatment was Sebastian receiving?’ She had been under the impression that there was nothing that could be done for haemophilia.

‘Blood transfusions.’ Viola spoke as though it was the most natural occurrence in the world.

Taylor’s mind spun. Visions of a gothic story she’d recently read in a magazine seeped into her mind—‘Varney the Vampire or The Feast of Blood’.

‘What do you mean blood transfusions?’

‘One of the possible cures for haemophilia might be blood transfusion.’

‘How?’ Taylor covered her mouth with her hand.

‘Stop thinking about Varney the Vampire,’ Viola said, rolling her eyes.

Heat flushed Taylor’s cheeks. ‘You’ve read it?’

‘It was one of Sebastian’s favourites—after Lambs’ Tales, of course. Another one was The Vampyre, by a man called Polidori—it was the first story to feature a vampire. Blood transfusions are nothing like that. A big fat needle-like thing is attached to a tube and stuck into the vein.’ She pushed up her sleeve and rubbed the scars on the inside of her elbow. ‘Here. The blood flows from one person to the other and hopefully provides the recipient with the missing elements that cause the bleeding to stop.’

Taylor’s stomach turned as she saw the scars on Viola’s arm. ‘Surely it must hurt.’

‘It’s not too bad for the one giving the blood, but the patient can suffer a bad reaction. That’s what happened to Sebastian when my stepfather, Sinclair, tried giving Sebastian my blood.’

‘He used you, for an experiment?’

‘A trial, he called it. It didn’t do me any harm, but Sebastian had a terrible time—agonising pain and spasms, and he couldn’t breathe. I truly thought he was dying, but he never lost hope. Unfortunately, neither did Sinclair. He decided my blood wasn’t suitable because I was a girl, so he started paying young boys to donate their blood. He believes that there are different types of blood, so he’s been collecting samples and studying them under a microscope, but so far the only way to tell is to give the transfusion and see what happens. Sebastian was outraged at the thought of others suffering because of him. Sinclair is obsessed—he dreams of earning a knighthood from the Queen.’

‘How do you know that?’

‘He’s always bragging about it. He’s determined to become the most celebrated physician of his time. If he’d found a cure, Sebastian would have benefited, and so would everyone else who suffered from haemophilia. But what Sebastian has written in his book is different. He says Sinclair is mad—that his obsession with finding a cure has led him to experiment on young boys, swapping their blood for no reason, just to see how they react. Sinclair’s gone too far; he must be stopped.’

‘And this Bill Boxer was one of Sinclair’s experiments?’

‘Yes. His blood didn’t make Sebastian sick—instead, he recovered faster than usual. Sinclair is desperate to find him so he can use his blood again.’

‘But why? Sebastian doesn’t need it anymore.’ What an awful thing to say! Taylor screwed up her face. ‘I’m sorry, Viola. That was so unthinking.’

Viola offered a frail smile. ‘Remember I said that my mother is expecting a child? Sinclair wants Bill Boxer back because he’s hoping the child will be a boy.’

‘Why?’

‘Because only boys suffer from haemophilia, so he’d be able to continue his research—but he’ll need blood to stem the umbilical bleeding when the child is born.’

Taylor swallowed down a surge of bile. If Viola could manage these horrors, then so must she. ‘Viola, this is truly dreadful. We have to find Bill Boxer. He’s ideally placed to expose Sinclair’s unethical conduct.’
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Wednesday, 20 July, 1892

Viola woke to the usual clatter of the ladle against the camp oven, and the smell of burnt porridge and under-washed boys. She raised her hands above her head and stretched. She felt different, lighter, as though a weight had been lifted. Sir Toby was nowhere to be seen so she couldn’t blame him—and then her discussion last night with Taylor came flooding back. She hadn’t intended to share so much about Sinclair and his obscene practices, but it had left her with a sense of relief.

Taylor hadn’t made any more comments when she brought her back to the warehouse last night, other than to thank her for the list and say she’d talk to Messrs Brown about Viola’s idea for teaching the boys, but something had changed. Taylor had reached for her hand and squeezed it lightly as she’d got off the bicycle and said they’d talk soon, letting her know she wasn’t alone.

Cracker’s voice interrupted her thoughts as he summoned the boys and ran through the list of jobs for the day. Her presence was needed. There was little point in going to all the trouble to collect the information for Sergeant Black if she didn’t keep up with the records. If the boys were out working, it would prove where they were and show they weren’t getting up to mischief. She pulled on her jacket and slid down the ladder.

Once the boys were dispatched, she checked on Mouse, still sleeping in the same position as last night when she’d got home; thankfully no sign of a fever. She stoked the fire, poured some hot water into the remains of the porridge and sat down to eat it.

‘There’s some sugar here.’ Cracker held out a small brown package.

‘Where did you get that?’ She trickled a little on top of her porridge, the sweet smell making her mouth water.

‘You’re not going to believe me, but I found it in the gutter!’

She licked the small grains from the corner of her mouth and sighed. Who would have thought that a sprinkle of sugar could be such a treat?

‘In the gutter, outside the general store?’ She raised an eyebrow and concentrated on cleaning the bottom of the pannikin.

‘How’d you know?’

Viola tapped the side of her nose. ‘Gossip.’

‘Maitland gettin’ in your blood?’

‘No, putting two and two together. A woman was knocked flying by a group of youths. Maisie helped pick up her shopping. It sounded very much like the ones who camped here the other night.’

‘Good job I fixed the shutters. How’s the patient?’

‘No fever and sleeping like a baby. Same as last night when Taylor dropped me off.’

‘Wondered where you were.’

‘I took the list of names and told her about my plan to start teaching the younger boys. She’s going to have a word with Messrs Brown and see what they think before she gives the list to Sergeant Black. Don’t say anything to the boys until we know what’s what.’

‘Mmmm,’ Cracker said. He seemed distracted.

‘Cracker! Are you listening to me?’

‘No. Thinking about those older boys, and this chap you’re looking for. Do you ’ave any idea how old ’e is?’

‘Not really, no. But I think he must be as old as you, older maybe, the way Sebastian wrote about him. It’s just a feeling. Why?’

‘Reckon it’s safe to say that your mate ain’t any of the boys ’ere. They’re not old enough—and if they’d been to Sydney, they’d brag. But those older ones . . . I ain’t never seen them round ’ere afore.’

Viola dropped her head into her hands. Surely they hadn’t sent away the very person she was looking for.

‘I’ll ask around today,’ Cracker said. ‘Start wiv Rosie. Currency Lass has fistfights out the back on ’olidays.’

‘Fistfights?’

‘Yeah, you know.’ Cracker bunched his fists and danced around jabbing the air.

‘Right. Boxing matches.’ She’d thought of Boxer as a name because of the way Sebastian had written ‘Find Bill Boxer’, but could it be an occupation, or a nickname that implied one? ‘Good idea. I’ll wake Mouse, maybe get him outside in the sun for a while, see if I can find out any more about him too.’
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Try as she might, she couldn’t get Mouse to sit outside—he simply refused. She compromised and opened the warehouse doors wide, dragging a couple of the haybales into the patch of watery winter light.

‘Come and sit down here.’ She patted the haybale, wanting him to walk towards her so she could see if his strength was returning. He was just a mess of skin and bones, and his clothes hung off him like dirty washing. ‘How long have you been sick?’

He raised his shoulders. ‘Can’t remember. Before Maitland. Dumb idea to hide out at Walka—that’s when it got bad.’

‘It must have been freezing at night, and damp. It’s not surprising you got sick. Lucky it didn’t turn into something worse. Where were you before Maitland?’

‘Sydney—Randwick Asylum.’

She hadn’t expected that; his ready answer came as a shock. ‘But you left?’

He grunted, head thrown back, eyes closed. Viola took the opportunity to study him and try to work out how old he was. ‘Got paid for a job. Did a runner, decided to go home.’

A trickle of suspicion worked its way down her spine. ‘You ran away from the asylum? And came home to Maitland?’

‘Maitland’s not ’ome. Hinton is. Upriver. Lived with me gran’pa but he came to grief, shifting logs on a barge.’ He flashed his eyes open. ‘They sent me to Randwick after the house burned down.’

Sebastian had talked to Bill Boxer during the blood transfusions. He’d told Sebastian he came from the outskirts of Maitland—he was sent to Randwick Asylum after his grandfather died. He’d told Sebastian he’d go back to Maitland.

Viola’s heart began to thump. She didn’t want to dissuade Mouse from talking, but she didn’t want to put him off by asking too many questions. How far upriver was Hinton? Was it close to Maitland? ‘Mouse?’ She reached out a hand. He was asleep.

She studied his face—the drawn, dark circles under his eyes, his pallid skin, his fragility. How old was he? From the way he talked, she’d guess that he was about the same age as Cracker, but unlike Cracker his voice had a gruff, husky quality, so maybe he was a little older. It was so very hard to tell.

She searched his face for some sign of dishonesty, but came up wanting. He’d said he’d been paid for a job in Sydney . . . and then the constant hum drifting from the street faded. Had Sinclair paid him, then thrown him out on the streets, weak and suffering from loss of blood? Was Mouse Bill Boxer?
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Taylor tucked her fingers into her armpit and hopped around, summoning every curse word she’d ever heard. Domestic duties were not her strong point, and now she had burned her fingers. She pulled her hand slowly from under her arm and studied the reddening blisters on the end of all four fingers and her thumb. That was going to make typing difficult. What was the cure for burns? There had to be one.

She elbowed on the tap and, gritting her teeth, stuck her hand under the stream of water—anything to cool down the heat. She could feel it radiating up her arm. If she hadn’t been so busy worrying about Mrs Orchard, she would have concentrated more on what she was doing. Where was Cracker? She’d asked him to keep an eye out for Mrs Orchard. He should be back by now. Thank goodness she wasn’t expected at work today—the thought of her throbbing fingertips hitting the keys on the typewriter made her shudder.

After wrapping her good hand in the tea cloth, she lifted the lid of the pot and eyed the mess of chopped vegetables and gruesome bones boiling away. It smelt repulsive.

Surely if something had happened to Mrs Orchard on the road to Morpeth, someone would have found her. The image of her lying by the wayside, a mass of blood and broken teeth, kept flashing in her mind’s eye. Stupid Sergeant Black hadn’t been the slightest bit interested in Mrs Orchard when she’d called in to the police station that morning to deliver Viola’s list. The fact that Mrs Orchard’s nephew was also missing hadn’t made one iota of difference. A person apparently couldn’t be reported missing until they’d been gone a week. The best he could do was ask the constables to keep their eyes open.

Where was Cracker?

It was another good half hour before she heard the jangling of a bicycle bell. She bounded out of the kitchen door. Cracker sat astride a sturdy contraption, the front half a bicycle and the back a two-wheeled trailer with Maitland Mercury emblazoned along one side. ‘You got the job, did you?’

Cracker’s grin as good as split his face. ‘I did, and it’s every day. S’long as I pass the trial I get to use her,’ he patted the contraption affectionately, ‘in me spare time.’

‘Nice work. Any news of Mrs Orchard?’

‘All good. No one could find the doctor . . .’

Taylor’s stomach sank. ‘Why did they need him?’

‘Didn’t, as it turned out. Midwife did the job and Mrs Orchard’s got a bouncing new niece.’

‘Grandniece,’ Taylor corrected. ‘What a relief. I think a cuppa is in order, to celebrate.’

‘Nah, I ain’t got time; got a job to do.’

‘Can you tell Tuppence that Sergeant Black was pleased with his list?’

‘Will do.’ Cracker raised his hand in farewell and wobbled his way down the street.

Feeling a tad bereft, Taylor wandered back inside.

‘Good heavens! What’s that disgusting smell?’ Maisie’s head, adorned with a flamboyant plumed hat, appeared around the door.

‘Lunch. It’ll be ready soon.’

‘It smells more like dirty dishcloths. Can you open some windows? I’ve got customers due.’

‘Lunch after that then?’

‘If you insist.’ Maisie pantomimed a retch and ducked back down the hallway.

Only moments later, the titter of female laughter and a series of ohs and ahs drifted towards the kitchen. Maisie’s customer had arrived. Taylor opened the back door and windows, and with a tea towel in hand she pranced around, shooing the smell of boiled bones outside.

Taking care to wrap her hand up again, she lifted the lid on the soup and inhaled. The smell had improved—perhaps she was being impatient. She gave it a stir then put two bowls and spoons on the table and sat down, examining her fingers, which had developed a row of angry-looking blisters.

Maisie’s appearance took her by surprise. ‘I didn’t hear your customer leaving.’

‘Probably because the door was shut.’ She sniffed. ‘It smells a bit better. Any news of Mrs Orchard?’

‘Yes. She’s with her niece, who gave birth last night—I’d guess she’s looking after the other children and doing the cooking. I don’t know when she’ll be back, but I’m sure we can manage.’

Maisie lifted the lid of the saucepan. ‘I’m not—although I’m pleased Mrs Orchard is all right. Apparently there was a terrible to-do at the station last night.’

Taylor ladled out two helpings and sat down, soaking up the watery soup with crusts of stale bread, knowing Maisie would regale her with the latest town gossip. She didn’t have to wait long.

‘Mrs Armstrong heard all about it from her husband. He was on his way to Newcastle for the evening. You know those louts, the ones who knocked the woman over in the high street?’

Taylor chewed on the crust, bracing herself for another tirade about the warehouse boys.

‘They tried to jump the train, without tickets. Mr Marsh was in a right tizzy. Thankfully Dr Lansdale turned up just in time to break up the fight. It’s a good job he’s a big bloke, all that rugby playing, because he dealt with all three of them, bundled them into an empty carriage and said he’d see them to Sydney and sort the fares out later. I reckon Maitland’s well off without them.’

Providing one of them wasn’t Bill Boxer—or Davy. ‘Oh! I don’t suppose you know if there was a redhead with them?’

‘How would I know? Why?’

‘Mrs Orchard’s nephew has red hair and he’s still missing.’

‘Mr Marsh might know. I’m sure the doctor would.’ She pushed the bowl of soup away. ‘Any idea when Mrs Orchard will be back? Cooking’s not really your strong point—mine neither. Perhaps we could see if May or June would be able to come and help.’

‘I expect Mrs Orchard will be back in a couple of days, and we really can’t go and snaffle May and June from the Brownlows. Mrs Montague promised them until she and Connie got back from their trip.’

‘Surely one of them could be spared.’

‘I can’t imagine one without the other. They’re like peas in a pod.’

‘I wonder when the Montagues will be back,’ Maisie said. ‘Believe it or not, I’m looking forward to seeing Miss Pettigrew. I’ve made her a hat, as a welcome home present. And Connie too. I’m going to embroider some handkerchiefs for Mrs Montague.’

Taylor’s face heated, all her horrible thoughts about Maisie’s lack of compassion surfacing. Maisie had done such a wonderful job seeing to poor Miss Pettigrew’s needs when they’d both lived at the guesthouse in Parramatta. ‘What a lovely thought. I can’t wait to hear from Connie again. I’m sure they’re having a wonderful time.’

‘Well.’ Maisie pushed back her chair. ‘I’ve got work to do. Mrs Armstrong has decided she’d like pockets in her new winter coat. It didn’t occur to me that a woman of her age would want them. What is the world coming to? Are you going in to work today?’

‘I had the morning off, and I did intend to go in this afternoon, but I burned myself.’ Taylor peeled back the tea towel and waggled her blistered fingers.

‘You should get those looked at. If they get infected you’ll know all about it.’

‘True. I’ll wander into town to tell Mr Brown I’m not much use at the typewriter, then see if the doctor’s back and pick up something for dinner. Any thoughts?’

‘Something easy?’ Maisie grinned.
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Viola sat picking at the stitching on the hem of her jacket. It had started to unravel. She could fix it in a trice if she had a needle and thread, but she hadn’t, and she could hardly go and ask Maisie for help. She let out a huff of frustration.

Mouse still lay on the haybales, his head resting on the pillow he’d made with his coat and his hands behind his head. She leant over and placed the palm of her hand on his forehead. His eyes flashed open, but he didn’t shy away as he’d done in the past, just gave a lazy smile.

He seemed so relaxed—perhaps now was the moment to ask him some questions. ‘How are you feeling?’

‘Good. Hungry. Anything for lunch?’ He stretched his arms above his head, the sleeves of his shirt falling back to reveal his bony arms.

Viola’s heart stopped.

Pronounced, jagged marks laced the pale skin of his inner elbow, puckered and raised.

Time slowed; she blinked, not once, but twice, three times, and looked again, but he’d rolled off the haybale, his sleeves falling to cover his arms once more. The air wavered. A cold, paralysing sensation gripped her chest, making her breath come in snatched gasps.

The scars were an exact match for her own.

‘Are you all right? 'Ere, sit down.’ He eased her down onto the haybale.

A great shudder swept her body, her mind buckling. Too many long hours poring over Sebastian’s words. The effect of showing Taylor her scars, speaking to someone else of the secrets only she and Sebastian shared. Sinclair’s insidious reach stretching far beyond the turret perched high above Sydney to the back streets of Maitland.

‘Drink this.’ She blinked Mouse’s concerned face into focus as he held a pannikin of water to her lips. ‘Breathe. Just breathe then take a small sip.’

The water trickled down her dry throat, a sense of sorrow sweeping through her—for Sebastian, for Mama and the child she carried, and this poor, poor fellow who’d become victim to Sinclair’s evil experimentation. She continued to sip the water, more to give herself time than anything else, to make sense of what she had seen. All the while Mouse crouched by her side, his gaze never leaving her face.

More than anything she wanted confirmation. Had he given Sinclair his real name, or was Bill Boxer nothing but another assumed name, a disguise? She huffed out a long breath. It didn’t matter. What was more important was whether he would believe her if she told him who she was—or would he leave, run, concerned she might intend to take him to Sinclair?

She handed the pannikin back and cleared her throat. ‘Thank you.’ She tried for a smile, and failed miserably.

‘I thought I was the sick one. ’Ope you haven’t caught somefink.’

Nothing but a case of be-careful-what-you-wish-for. ‘I didn’t sleep very well last night. Sir Toby was chasing a rat around the hayloft,’ she lied.

‘I’ll ’ave a word wiv ’im. Let’s see if there’s anything for lunch.’ Her stomach churned.

‘It’ll do you good,’ he said, almost as though he could read her mind. ‘Try standing up.’

She twisted her legs off the haybale and pushed up. After a moment the world righted itself and she took a faltering step forward.

Inside the warehouse, out of the sunlight, she shivered and with fumbling fingers tried to struggle into her jacket. Mouse slipped his coat over her shoulders and led her through to the back of the warehouse. He stoked the fire, put the billy in the flames, peered into the pot and curled his lip. ‘Looks like fish glue. Don’t smell much better neither.’ He stood up and turned around several times. ‘I’ll be back in a tick. Stay ’ere.’

She pulled his coat tighter around her shoulders and held her hands out to the fire, hoping to bring some warmth to her still shocked body. It was the last thing she had imagined. That the very person she was searching for should have found his way to her. No one had encouraged him to come.

She hadn’t the vaguest idea what she should do next. One wrong step and everything would be lost. She needed time to think. She stared into the flames, searching for inspiration, hoping against hope Sebastian might send her some message. His ramblings in Lambs’ Tales hadn’t made mention of how she should progress once she had found Bill Boxer. She shook the name away. She couldn’t think of him as Bill Boxer. It didn’t suit him. It couldn’t be his real name. Mouse suited him better.

As if she’d summoned him, he appeared before her, a pie of some sort cradled in his hands. ‘From the bakers. A pastie. Still warm.’ He broke it in half and handed it to her. ‘Eat up. It’ll help.’

She brought it to her mouth, inhaled the steaming meat and potato and took a tentative bite. She chewed and swallowed, feeling the warmth spread through her body and some sense of normality return.

Mouse wiped his mouth on the back of his hand and smiled down at her. ‘Are you going to tell me the real problem? What caused that sudden spell?’

It was only then she realised he sounded difierent. Street boys didn’t talk about ‘sudden spells’. What had he said? He’d lived in Hinton with his grandfather, who’d died in an accident on the river, and he’d been sent to Sydney. Perhaps his childhood hadn’t been as desperate or poor as she’d assumed.

‘I have no idea. One minute I was checking to see if you had a fever and the next the world turned itself upside down.’ She lifted her hands. ‘I’m better now. Thank you for the pastie. I didn’t eat this morning; perhaps that’s why.’

His lips twitched, but he didn’t call her to question again, and she did feel better now she had something in her stomach; a pastie he had bought from the bakers, so he had to have money. That much of his story was true. He must have been paid for a job.

‘I think I’ll go and have a rest.’ She sounded like Mama. It had never occurred to her that perhaps adults used ‘a rest’ as time to think, time to get away and deal with complications without having to worry about an audience. She took off Mouse’s coat and held it out to him.

‘Keep it. You need to be warm if you’ve had a shock.’

How did he know she’d had a shock? She glanced at his face, could see no trace of guile. ‘I don’t need it. I have a blanket.’ She handed him his coat and placed her foot on the first rung of the ladder.

‘I’ll come up behind you.’

She shook her head.

‘Just in case. See you to the top then I’ll leave you be.’

No point in arguing. She reached for the second rung, then the third. No sign of lightheadedness. ‘I’m fine. Thank you,’ she said as she stepped off the ladder at the top.

She booted Sir Toby off her pallet, crawled under the blanket and turned on her side, away from prying eyes. Sir Toby curled into the small of her back.

Behind her lids, the image of Mouse’s scars danced. She pushed up her own sleeve and ran her fingers over the inside of her elbow, tracing the matching pattern. She had no idea what to do, and she couldn’t share the news with anyone until she made up her mind.
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‘Wake up. Hey, Tuppence. Wake up.’ Cracker’s impatient tone dragged her back to reality. ‘I got news. Lots.’

She groaned and pushed up on one arm, blinking owlishly at him.

‘Wot’s ’appened? You look like you seen a ghost.’

There was a large possibility she had, but she wasn’t ready to tell Cracker about it, not yet. She had to share her discovery with someone, but Cracker hadn’t seemed too taken with Mouse. Taylor was a better choice.

‘I tracked down Rosie. Asked about the fistfights.’

She sat upright with a jerk. Where was Mouse? Was he standing under the hayloft listening? He must be down there—where else would he be? She raised her finger to her lips.

‘Wot?’

‘Speak quietly.’

‘No one here except your friend Mouse.’

And that was the problem. She shushed him. ‘My head hurts. That’s why I’m having a lie-down.’

‘Right. Sorry.’ He dropped his voice. ‘Rosie said they haven’t had no matches for a while. Black kicked up a fuss. Said they were too rowdy. She looked real strange at me when I asked about a fighter called Bill Boxer.’

Why couldn’t he keep his voice down? She brought her hand to her forehead and produced a feeble groan.

‘Shook her ’ead like I’d lost it. And tried to tell me they were all boxers. Bit of a dead end. Sorry. But me other news is better. Those louts wot crashed here t’other night—the ones after a free beer?’

Much safer ground. She let out a breath and nodded.

‘They’ve gone. Big to-do at the station, Jonas reckoned, tryin’ to get a ride without a ticket. Lansdale sorted them out good and proper. Picked ’em up one by one and chucked ’em into the carriage. Wouldn’t want to get his fist in me face. He’s built like a brick shit’ouse. Anyway, he ’scorted them to Sydney. Paid their fares to get ’em out of town. Reckon ’e’ll be back for an ’ero’s welcome. Everyone was gettin’ right fed up wiv ’em.’

‘That’s good news. I was worried the boys here would get the blame. I’m feeling much better now. Let’s go down. We should do something about supper. There’s beef bones and onion and carrots for the pot, and if the boys bring anything else back we can throw it in.’

More importantly, she could keep an eye on Mouse and maybe work out if he’d overheard their conversation, while considering her next move.
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Taylor ambled down the high street. She’d pulled her bicycle out of the shed then, when pain had shot through her burned fingers, had second thoughts and decided to walk to the office.

The bell above the door tinkled. Before she’d had a chance to take more than a few steps, young Mr Brown came beetling out of his office. He took one look at her bandaged hand and ushered her into a chair.

‘Whatever has happened to you?’

A flush of embarrassment heated her cheeks. It was one thing to be proud of her job with Messrs Brown, quite another to have to admit that at the age of twenty-two she’d never managed much more in the kitchen than a pot of tea and buttered toast. ‘I scalded my fingers on the stove. Mrs Orchard is busy with her niece who’s just had a baby, and Maisie and I are fending for ourselves.’

‘Is it painful?’ he asked, concern written all over his face.

‘A bit. I thought I’d get the doctor to take a look. The problem is, I don’t think I’m going to be much use at the typewriter for a few days. The ends of my fingers are blistered. I’ll be able to manage the filing, any other jobs really, just not typing.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous. Take a few days off. Father and I will manage. Now straight to the doctor’s.’ He led her to the door and held it open. ‘Come back when you’re ready. Not a moment sooner. I’ll explain the situation.’

Taylor tucked her hand under her armpit and slipped through the door. It wasn’t a long walk to the doctor’s surgery, and with the sun shining down she wandered along the high street, nodding to various people but not stopping, the prospect of having to explain her bandaged hand every few minutes more than she could bear.

The surgery appeared unattended, so she walked around the back and rapped on the door, as she had the morning she’d come in search of Flo. Just as she raised her good hand to give another rap, the blind came up and Mrs Jones’ smiling face appeared.

‘Miss Fotherby! How can I help you?’ Mrs Jones said as she opened the door.

‘I wondered if the doctor had a moment to spare.’ She held up her bandaged hand and grimaced. ‘I had an argument with a pot on the stove.’

‘Tut, tut, tut. Nothing worse than a burn. He’s not here at the moment, I’m afraid. I’m expecting him back soonish. He got called away to Sydney unexpectedly.’

Taylor’s curiosity blossomed. There was more than a kernel of truth in Maisie’s gossip, it seemed. ‘Oh, that’s a pity.’ She tucked her hand back under her arm.

‘Sore, is it, love? Why don’t you come inside, and I’ll have a look at it for you. I know a fair bit about kitchen mishaps. Then when the young doctor returns you can call back if it’s no better.’

‘That would be wonderful. Thank you.’ Taylor stepped through the door and followed Mrs Jones down the hallway to the surgery in the front room.

‘Sit yourself down.’ Mrs Jones gestured to the examination table.

‘I washed my hand under cold water, but I wasn’t sure what else to do so I bandaged it. My fingers seem to hurt less if the air can’t get at them.’ She started to pick at the knot securing the bandage.

‘Here, let me do that.’ Mrs Jones reached for a small pair of scissors and cut through the knot then unravelled the bandage. ‘Oh, nasty. It might need a bit more than water. We’ll give it a clean with carbolic, just to make sure, and then I think a bit of oil or grease. I usually use butter since it’s at hand. Old Dr Lansdale has some fancy linseed-oil mixture but I’m not sure of the combination—some grease and a nice clean linen bandage should see you right. I can’t imagine you’ll be doing much with that typewriter of yours for a few days, though.’

Taylor clenched her teeth and fixed her gaze firmly on a painting hanging on the wall—Edinburgh Castle, unless she was mistaken, perched above the town, ominous thunderclouds filling the sky—while Mrs Jones soaked her hand and peeled the stuck bandage off her fingertips, then patted them dry.

‘Right, that’s the worst done. Now you sit there for a minute while I go and find what we need.’ She bustled off, humming quietly to herself, almost as though she was enjoying the whole procedure.

‘That was good timing.’ Mrs Jones reappeared with a pat of butter on a clean plate and a piece of paper in her other hand. ‘There’s a message here from Mr Marsh saying the doctor won’t be back today. He’s got tied up in Sydney. Hold your hand out.’ She slathered great dobs of butter onto Taylor’s fingers. ‘Just as well it’s nothing worse than a burn, otherwise it would have been the hospital, and you’d probably come out worse than you went in. You all right there? You’re a bit pale.’

Taylor emitted a mumbled groan through her clamped lips as Mrs Jones wound a new bandage around and around her hand, making it look ten times worse than it had originally.

‘Painful, is it? I can’t give you anything—the cabinet’s kept locked—but it should settle in a while. Why don’t I make you a nice cup of tea?’

‘That would be lovely.’

‘We’ll go through to the kitchen, and I’ll clean up this mess later.’

Taylor followed Mrs Jones back through the house and sat down at the table.

‘Plenty of sugar will bring the colour back to your cheeks. And don’t get your hand wet. No more kitchen duties for you.’

‘That’s going to be a bit difficult. Mrs Orchard is looking after her niece Beth; she’s just had a baby.’

‘What about Miss Milling? Or is she too busy with her feathers and bows?’

Biting back a grin, Taylor lowered her lashes. ‘She is very busy. I’m sure we’ll manage.’

‘Tell you what.’ Mrs Jones ladled several teaspoons of sugar into the teacup and slid it across the table. ‘I’m at a bit of a loose end, truth be told. The young doctor’s hardly here at all, backwards and forwards to Sydney and all around the district in the buggy. I can’t leave him in the lurch, but I’m happy to cook extra and drop it round. I’d need a contribution—I wouldn’t feel right doing it otherwise. Young Dr Lansdale pays the housekeeping; that’s part of the arrangement.’

‘Mrs Jones, you are an absolute lifesaver. I don’t like to leave Messrs Brown in the lurch, and Miss Milling is very busy with her customers. I could come and collect the meals on my bicycle.’

‘You will do no such thing—not for a few days, until those fingers are healed. A walk once a day will do me good.’ She patted her ample waistline. ‘I’ve got a bit of leftover lamb, thought it’d make a nice shepherd’s pie. Since the young doctor’s not going to be back, there’ll be plenty for you and Miss Milling. I’ll drop it round.’

The mere thought was enough to make Taylor salivate. ‘That sounds wonderful. What do I owe you for fixing my hand?’

‘Not a thing. It’s nice to have company for a change. I miss old Dr Lansdale, but he deserves his trip. He hasn’t been home for more years than I can count. Not since he offered to see his nephew on the straight and narrow. Still, that’s not for me to tell tales out of school.’

With Mrs Jones’ fascinating scuttlebutt ringing in her ears, Taylor set off to break the excellent news to Maisie.

She intended to go straight home, but found herself standing on the corner of Coffin Lane. With her injured hand tucked in her armpit, she wandered down the lane, taking in the neighbouring buildings, which were all accessed from the high street.

A tall, gangly youth was lounging against the open doors, picking his teeth with a piece of straw. No one she’d seen before—hopefully not one the doctor had missed. He was certainly older than the rest of the boys. His overlong straw-coloured hair hung in a heavy curtain, partially obscuring his eyes and pale face.

She sensed his gaze on her. ‘Hello. I’m looking for Tuppence. Is he about?’

He hitched his thumb over his shoulder and concentrated on his teeth picking.

‘Hello, Tuppence. Are you here?’ she called as she stepped from the sunlight into the shadow and waited for her eyes to adjust.

‘Taylor! I’m down the back. What are you doing here? Why aren’t you at work?’

‘I’ve got a couple of days off. I wanted to have a word.’

‘Come in. I’m cooking.’

The ends of Taylor’s fingers throbbed in response. Hopefully she wouldn’t be asked to help. She made her way towards the flickering fire, where Viola hunched over the camp oven, stirring something that smelt remarkably good.

Taylor dropped down beside her. ‘Who’s the chap outside? Haven’t seen him before.’

‘That’s Mouse.’

‘Mouse? Unusual name for a long, thin streak like him.’

Viola laughed. ‘He’s the one who was camping at Walka and got sick.’

‘Looks better now. So, he’s not one of the louts who’ve been terrorising everyone? I heard the doctor ran them out of town.’

‘They turned up here uninvited and Cracker kicked them out after the first night when they wouldn’t tell us their names—that’s when they went on a rampage. Mouse wasn’t anything to do with them.’ Viola moved close to her and whispered. ‘I need to talk to you about him, but I can’t do it here.’

‘Can you leave your cooking pot? Then we could walk down to the river. I’m on my way home.’

‘Why haven’t you got your bicycle?’

She waved her bandaged hand. ‘Had a bit of an accident. MrsJones, the doctor’s housekeeper, bound it up for me.’

‘What did you do? Something big if it needs the doctor’s help.’

‘Just a burn, but it hurts when I hold onto the handlebars, and I can’t use the typewriter—that’s why I’m not at work. Can we go for a walk?’

‘Of course. Cracker’ll be back soon. He’s gone to scrounge some more vegetables for the stew. Come on!’
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Without giving Taylor a chance to respond, Viola dragged her down to the end of the laneway and out into Bourke Street.

‘Slow down. I’ve got the rest of the afternoon off. Tomorrow as well if necessary. I’m sure there’s nothing that urgent.’

‘Oh, but there is. We can’t talk here—we need to go somewhere more private. Down by the river. There won’t be anyone about at this time of day.’

‘Good afternoon, Miss Fotherby. A lovely day, isn’t it?’

Taylor stopped. ‘Good afternoon, Mrs Mutton. I trust you’ve received the papers from Messrs Brown? I dropped them offyesterday.’

‘Indeed, I did. I’ll call in and make an appointment. Unless I can do that now.’

Viola gritted her teeth.

‘It would be better if you could call in to the offices.’ Taylor smiled apologetically at Mrs Mutton. ‘I don’t have the appointment diary with me.’

‘Very well. Have a pleasant afternoon.’ Mrs Mutton narrowed her eyes. ‘I can see you have other matters to attend to.’ She turned on her heel and pushed open the door of the pharmacy.

Viola dragged on Taylor’s arm. ‘Please can we hurry? It’s very important.’

‘Woah there, Tuppence, Taylor.’ Cracker skidded to a halt, the top layer of newspapers flying from the trailer behind his bike. ‘Everything all right?’

‘Fine. Just going for a walk. I’ll be back at the warehouse soon.’ Viola towed Taylor across the street, leaving Cracker to deal with his scattered newspapers.

‘Viola, slow down. And please stop dragging me about by my arm—it makes my hand sore.’

‘Oh! I’m so sorry, but I must talk to you.’

‘Why don’t you start now? I’m sure it can’t be that much of a secret.’

‘But it is. Private. Very private.’ Viola’s legs jiggled furiously. It was unlike Taylor to be so relaxed, just when she was in a hurry. She had to share her discovery before she exploded.

‘Not much further now. There’s a bench overlooking the river. We’ll sit there. And please try to calm down. I’m sure whatever it is can wait a moment longer.’

‘Not really.’

Finally they reached the riverbank. Unable to control herself, Viola ran the last few yards, plonked down on the bench under the tree and sat twisting her hands, trying to decide where to start.

‘Right.’ Taylor settled beside her. ‘What’s so very important and private?’

Viola inhaled and licked her lips, suddenly unsure if she was doing the right thing. What ifshe was wrong and Mouse’s scars were from some other treatment? She huffed out an exasperated sigh.

‘Viola, come on. It can’t be that difficult. Obviously you have something you want to tell me. Why change your mind now?’

She sucked in a huge breath. ‘I think I’ve found Bill Boxer—the person Sebastian talks about, the one who can explain everything.’

‘My dear, that’s wonderful. Are you going to tell me?’

Her throat tightened and her words came out in a whisper. ‘It’s the new boy. Mouse. The one you saw outside the warehouse, the one who’d been sleeping at Walka in the inspection tunnels.’

‘Goodness! It’s a bit of a coincidence, isn’t it, that he just happened to walk through the door?’

‘He didn’t. He climbed in through the broken shutter.’ A flush of heat stung her cheeks. Perhaps this wasn’t such a good idea after all.

Taylor rubbed at her arm and cradled her bandaged hand. ‘You can’t go jumping to conclusions just because he turned up at the warehouse.’

Viola shot to her feet. It was more than she could bear. She pushed up her sleeves. ‘Remember I told you about these scars? From the blood transfusion?’

‘Yes. No need to shout. But I’m not sure I see the connection.’

Viola stared across the river; the slow glide of the greenish brown water twisted and swirled. ‘Mouse has the same scars on his arms. Scars from a blood transfusion.’

‘And what did he say when you asked him about them?’

‘Nothing. I haven’t asked him.’ She flopped back down on the seat.

‘Why ever not?’

‘I don’t really know. I think I’m frightened he might run away, and I’ll never find him again.’

‘Or possibly that the scars are from something else?’

‘Maybe. No. They can’t be.’

Taylor raised her eyebrows.

‘It’s very unlikely,’ Viola explained. ‘The original use of the transfusions was in women who suffered from excessive bleeding after childbirth, as a last resort, but it was rarely successful. It’s never used for anything else. Sinclair thought it might cure haemophilia. It only worked once, with Bill Boxer’s blood, just once. My blood didn’t help Sebastian, nor did anyone else’s.’

‘So you believe this is the fellow whose blood was given to Sebastian?’

Viola nodded.

‘Right. You are going to have to ask him. Maybe show him Sebastian’s notes?’

‘But what if he denies it?’

‘Then you are no worse off than you are now. If you show him the scars on your arm and Sebastian’s notes, then you can take it from there. There’s nothing you can do to guarantee he won’t deny everything or run away—short of keeping him prisoner.’ Taylor smiled at her silly joke, but the thought had already crossed Viola’s mind. ‘And the sooner the better, especially if he is recovering. Do you know where he comes from?’

‘He said Hinton. His grandfather died and he was sent to Randwick Asylum.’

‘I see.’ Taylor flexed her fingers. ‘Then he was in Sydney. Could Sinclair somehow have encouraged him to cooperate?’

Viola lifted her shoulders. She had no idea—or did she? ‘He has some money; he said he got paid for a job. He bought me a pastie for lunch. Maybe . . .’

Taylor shivered. ‘Maybe Sinclair paid him for his blood.’

Viola wouldn’t put it past Sinclair. Her mind scrolled back to the conversation she’d overheard in the turret. There’d been talk of money and fees. If only she knew who the other man in the turret was, who Harry was.

Taylor stood up. ‘Have you said anything to Cracker?’

Viola shook her head. ‘I don’t think he likes Mouse very much.’

‘I wonder why not? My advice to you is that you talk to Mouse, privately. Maybe bring him down here. Tomorrow? Suggest a walk if he’s getting stronger? And in the meantime, act as though nothing has changed. You’re right, you don’t want to frighten him off—but be very, very careful.’

‘Why? Mouse isn’t dangerous.’

‘No, but there’s always the chance that Sinclair and Mouse might have an arrangement.’

Whatever was Taylor talking about? ‘What do you mean?’

‘Sinclair may have paid Mouse for more than his blood. He could know of Sebastian’s notes and have sent Mouse to find you. To stop you from blackening his name.’
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Having said goodbye to Taylor, Viola sat for a while longer, trying to make sense of Taylor’s words. Did Sinclair know about Sebastian’s notes? Had Mouse deliberately struck up a friendship with Sebastian while they were lying side by side, his blood flowing into Sebastian’s body? It was one thing for her to give blood to her brother . . . but to do the same for an unknown stranger, for money? However, if she’d learnt anything in the last few days it was that without money you hadn’t a hope in hell of surviving, unless you were part of a group where everyone helped each other, like Cracker and the boys, or the women at Dillons Lane.

The shadows lengthened and the mist crept over the river as she wandered along, lost in her thoughts. Shivering, she buttoned her jacket up to her neck and pulled her cloth cap down over her ears, yearning for her winter coat, with its fox fur collar, and a pair of warm gloves. No point in dreaming of fur collars and mittens, though, not if she was to follow this through. Her clothes were safer in the shed at Taylor’s house, her real identity hidden beneath a rolled-up carpet. She struck out, arms swinging, and upped her pace to try to warm up.

By the time she reached the laneway, her breath was forming clouds in the cold air. The prospect of the warehouse fire and the mass of bodies creating a shared heat was more than welcome.

The double doors were securely fastened, so she raised her fist and hammered. The door flew open, and Sludge’s dirty face appeared. ‘Fank god you’re back. Cracker’s like a bear wiv a sore head. Been out lookin’ all over for you.’ He swivelled around. ‘Tuppence’s back,’ he hollered, and slammed the heavy door closed behind her.

Every face turned to her as she stepped under the hayloft, the boys’ grins as welcoming as the warmth of the fire and the smell of something delicious.

‘Where ’ave you bin?’ Cracker glared at her. ‘’Ad me worried sick. Taylor said she’d left you down by the river hours ago.’

‘I went for a walk. It got dark sooner than I expected.’ Her gaze raked the space, and her breathing slowed when she spotted Mouse leaning against the wall next to the chimney breast. He was still here. Unaware that she knew his secret? She didn’t know. Tomorrow she’d talk to him. She couldn’t leave it any longer.

The ladle sounded and the boys scuttled around, grabbing a pannikin and waiting for Stu to dish out their supper.

A shadow fell, blocking the warmth of the fire. Mouse stood in front of her, offering a pannikin. ‘Feeling better after your walk?’ he murmured, his voice low.

‘I lost track of time. But I’m much better, thank you.’ She shuffled along the haybale, and he sat down next to her. ‘What about you?’

‘Good. Another couple of nights at Walka and I reckon I’d have been a pile of bones by the time they found me, if ever.’

She took a spoonful of the delicious stew.

‘What are you going to do now?’

‘Thought I might go back to Hinton. Long as I keep my nose clean there’s not much they can do. If they can’t find me they can’t send me back to the asylum. But I want to repay your kindness—and Cracker’s. How can I do that? I’ve got a bit of money from the job I did in Sydney. Would Cracker take it?’

He was thinking of leaving. Not because she’d said anything to him but because, well, he just was. ‘Probably not. Cracker’s not like that. Maybe you could stay around and help with the jobs for a few days. Pay him back that way.’ She buried her face in her pannikin, disgusted by her duplicity.

Tomorrow. She would speak to him first thing tomorrow morning.
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Taylor could think of nothing but Viola’s revelation. She regretted how sceptical she’d sounded when Viola had first told her. The poor girl must be beside herself. The coincidence of Mouse turning up at the warehouse, coupled with Taylor’s growing understanding of Viola’s stepfather’s obsession, weighed heavily. If, as Viola said, her stepfather was hell-bent on making a name for himself, the man couldn’t be trusted. Although she had said nothing at the time, she was beginning to agree with Sebastian’s assertion—Sinclair’s understanding of medical ethics was seriously flawed. However, there was only one way forward. Viola had to speak to Mouse.

A knock on the open door made her glance up. Mrs Jones stood with a large baking tray in her hand covered with a pristine tea cloth. ‘As promised, one evening meal. Shepherd’s pie.’

‘That smells divine. Let me take it.’ She reached for the pie dish.

‘Oh no you don’t. I’m not having all my hard work ending up splattered on the floor—or worse, you burning your other hand. Tell Miss Milling she can put it in the warming oven about an hour before you want to eat.’ She put the dish down on the table. ‘I’ve got some greens in here.’ She delved into the string bag hanging over her arm and brought out a package rolled in newspaper. ‘And she can put a pot on the stove with some water and salt, throw them in, and when it comes to the boil they’ll be ready.’

‘Would you like to eat with us?’

‘I would, very much, and that was my hope; however, the doctor has arrived back. Good job I made two of these. He looks as though he’s been dragged through a hedge backwards. Those louts must’ve given him the run-around. Right, I’ll be off. I’ll call in tomorrow and pick up the dish.’

‘What do I owe you?’

‘Nowt for the time being. I’ll let you know when I’ve done the accounts.’ Scrunching up her string bag, Mrs Jones shoved it in her coat pocket. ‘I’ll be off then.’

‘Thank you so very much, Mrs Jones. I’m sure the pie will be delicious.’ Taylor closed the door and inhaled the inviting aroma. What a godsend the woman was.

‘Maisie!’ She as good as ran down the hallway, gave a quick rap on the door to Maisie’s shop and walked straight in—and came to a grinding halt. ‘I beg your pardon.’

She spun on her heel and rushed back out, trying hard to forget the sight of Mrs Boneham, the butcher’s wife, standing in front of the mirror wearing a very revealing red and black corset and not much else.

It wasn’t until she’d made it through the back door and out into the vegetable garden that she finally allowed her great burst of laughter to erupt. It just proved that no one ever knew what lay beneath the surface.

She wandered into the shed to collect a scoop of grain for the chickens, and her gaze fell on the rolled carpet tucked into the back corner. Viola’s bags should be safe here, away from prying eyes.

‘Chook, chook, chook.’ She threw the grain into the coop and herded the chickens in, then made her way back into the kitchen, where she found Maisie unwrapping the bundle of greens MrsJones had brought.

‘Where did this come from?’ Maisie asked.

‘I didn’t get around to telling you. I called in to the doctor’s to get my hand looked at, but he was out of town. Mrs Jones offered to do some cooking for us while my hand was bandaged.’

Maisie’s mouth pulled down at the corners. ‘We’ll have to pay her.’

‘It’s all right, that’s under control. Now did Mrs Boneham like her corset? I’m so sorry I came straight in—I didn’t know you had anyone with you.’

Maisie grinned at her.

‘I also didn’t know that you made corsets.’

‘You don’t know everything. It’s turning into quite an interesting sideline. Word of mouth only, of course.’

‘Of course.’ Taylor schooled her own mouth. ‘I shall never look at either Mrs or Mr Boneham in the same light again.’

‘Probably best if you don’t know who my customers are. Next time, please wait before you come in. I’ve got some work to do. I’ll see you at supper time.’

Taylor flexed her fingers, unravelled the bandage on her hand and examined her blisters. Despite Mr Brown’s offer of a few days off, her conscience didn’t agree. In the last week or so she’d spent far less time in the office than usual. Even if she couldn’t type, there was the never-ending mountain of filing to be done and it might take her mind off Viola’s stepfather. Surely doctors had responsibilities to their patients. Some sort of code of conduct? She’d heard tales of resurrectionists and grave robbers, but surely that was a thing of the past. Everyone knew about the Hippocratic oath, but how was it enforced? Having seen the scars on Viola’s arms, she couldn’t help but wonder what happened to the ‘do no harm’ part of the oath. Messrs Brown had shelves and shelves of books on every subject—perhaps she’d find something there. Then at least if Viola asked her for advice she’d know what she was talking about.

With her jacket buttoned against the winter breeze, Taylor set out on foot. One more day for her hand to recover and she’d be back on her bicycle—walking simply took up too much valuable time.

She found young Mr Brown sitting front and centre at her desk. ‘Good afternoon.’

‘I am so pleased to see you. I’m looking for . . . I beg your pardon.’ He walked around the desk. ‘How is the hand? Improving, I hope.’

‘It is, thank you. So much so, I thought I’d come in and spend some time sorting out the filing and anything else that needs doing.’

‘You are a godsend. Father is unfortunately unwell, sufiering from a head cold, so I’m holding the fort. I’m searching for the paperwork regarding the Eagletons’ purchase of the property at Veterans Flat, down by the Long Bridge.’

‘I’m sure it’s here. In this pile. This is the filing that needs doing. I’m afraid I’ve got a bit behind.’ She leafed through the nearest stack of papers.

Mr Brown lowered himself into the chair on the opposite side of the desk. ‘You’ve had rather a lot on your plate. I hear the warehouse boys are making excellent strides. In fact, I’ve had a couple more enquiries.’ He stood and rummaged in his pockets. He brought out a somewhat crumpled envelope, put it down on the desk and gave it a pat. ‘They seem happy enough. No more trouble with Sergeant Black?’

‘We’re still working on that. Vi—one of the boys—has drawn up a list of names and we’re trying to sort out schooling requirements.’

‘The boy who writes such a fine hand. The one I met the other day? I wouldn’t have thought he needed any more schooling, unless he has a mind to continue his education. Do you know his story?’

A flush of heat drifted up Taylor’s neck. ‘I believe he’s from out of town.’ She chewed her lip. She absolutely could not share Viola’s story, but how she wished she could ask Mr Brown some questions about medical practices—without mentioning Sinclair, or Viola and Mouse for that matter. She fanned the next pile of papers and sighed. ‘This may take a little longer than I thought. Why don’t I bring the paperwork to you once it comes to light?’

‘An excellent idea. I have numerous other matters to deal with. You might like to check Father’s office if it doesn’t turn up here.’ He waved his hand over the appalling mess he had made of the desk. ‘Come straight in to my office if you have any questions.’

A perfect invitation, but they hadn’t the same questions in mind.

While she worked her way through the paperwork, her thoughts drifted back to Viola’s predicament. Had she spoken to Mouse about his scars yet? Had she questioned him, or, more than that, told him about Sebastian’s notes? And most importantly of all, how had he reacted? He might well have taken off as Viola feared, wanting nothing to do with her, fearing that by receiving payment for his blood he had contravened some unknown legislation . . . or worse, he might be planning how to get her back to Sydney.

Eagleton Family, Veterans Flat, Maitland.

The words almost danced in front of her. She scooped up the bundle of papers, rolling and securing them with a red ribbon before making her way to Mr Brown’s office.

He’d left the door ajar and stood with his hands behind his back, staring out at the rooftops. She tapped lightly on the door and stepped over the threshold. ‘I’ve found the papers.’ She held out the neatly bound roll.

‘Thank you. What would we do without you?’

‘I’m hoping you won’t have to, Mr Brown. I’m sure my hand will be fully recovered before long, and everything will be back to normal.’

‘If you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask.’

‘I do have a question, actually . . .’ The words were out of her mouth before she’d even thought. Silence hung. She had no idea how to begin.

‘Would you like to sit down?’ Mr Brown indicated the visitor’s chair and took his seat opposite.

‘It’s rather a strange question, but I wondered if you knew anything about blood transfusions.’

His Adam’s apple bobbed, and his eyes widened. ‘Not a lot. I recollect a mention in a paper regarding Prince Leopold, Queen Victoria’s son. He suffered from haemophilia and died about eight years ago from a fall. It was suggested a blood transfusion might have saved him.’ He pursed his lips. ‘There are no specific laws that I am aware of, but the practice is highly controversial, and physicians who perform transfusions are subject to professional criticism or even legal action if the patient dies as a result. Most reputable physicians are reluctant to use the procedure. Possibly if the patient gave permission, it might occur, but they would in that case have to be of sound mind and over the age of consent.’

‘What is the age of consent?’

‘It was raised to sixteen a few years ago, thirteen before that.’

Taylor’s mind whirred. ‘If a . . . subject . . . received payment, that would be seen as consent, wouldn’t it?’

‘I do like your mind, Miss Fotherby, sharp as a tack as always. I sincerely hope that women can breach the bastions of the judicial system before too long. So many fine minds going to waste.’ He shot her a questioning gaze. ‘Is there a reason for your enquiries?’

Taylor swallowed the lump in her throat. If she mentioned Viola’s situation, she’d have to give away her disguise, possibly put her at risk. Make accusations she couldn’t substantiate. She cleared her throat. ‘Something I read.’ That wasn’t a total lie. Viola had read some of the contents of Sebastian’s notes to her.

‘Ah! Have you been indulging in some of these lurid penny dreadfuls?’

Now why in heaven’s name hadn’t she thought to use that as a reason for her questions? She gave a coy titter. ‘Yes, I have, actually,’ she said, thankful, this time, for the flush staining her cheeks, adding to the authenticity of her admission.

Mr Brown’s prodigious eyebrows rose. ‘Are you perhaps considering penning a tale yourself? I know your contributions to the Maitland Mercury have been very well received.’

She blinked in surprise. So much for Verity Justinia, the pen-name she hid behind.

‘Have I been of any help?’

‘You have, Mr Brown. I really appreciate your time and expertise.’
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Thursday, 21 July, 1892

The hayloft was cloaked in darkness when Viola awoke. She reached out and smoothed Sir Toby’s fur for a few blissful seconds, then she remembered. ‘Today’s the day,’ she whispered in his ear. She couldn’t delay any longer. She had to talk to Mouse, to find out if he was Bill Boxer. How she longed to have someone to help her unravel Sebastian’s notes, someone who understood his desire to prevent further suffering. The thought filled her with a sudden burst ofoptimism. Sebastian wouldn’t have died in vain—she would honour his final wish, stop Sinclair’s horrible experimentation and ensure Mama’s baby didn’t suffer at Sinclair’s hands.

No one stirred as she made her way down from the hayloft. The last embers of the fire illuminated the shadow of Mouse’s curled body on his pallet. She bent over the fire and dropped a few sticks of kindling on it, blowing on the ashes to encourage them to catch.

‘You’re up early.’ Mouse’s husky voice made her jump. She hadn’t heard him get up.

‘I couldn’t sleep. Do you want to go and fill the billy?’

He took it from her hand and slipped into the shadows. A sliver of grey dawn light showed as he opened the door. For a second she wanted to call him back. Now that the time had come to confront him, she didn’t want him out of her sight. Standing up, she tiptoed towards the door, but it swung back, and she lifted her hands to protect her face.

‘Jumpy this morning.’

‘You were taking a long time.’

‘Impatient, not jumpy, then.’ He grinned. ‘You need some tea.’ He hung up the billy and settled back on his haunches. ‘I’ll have a word with Cracker when he surfaces. See if he’s got a job for me. Then I thought I’d head off to Hinton.’

She drew in a deep breath. ‘Can we have a word?’ She should take Hamlet’s words to heart: If it be not now, yet it will come: the readiness is all. ‘Privately.’

‘Right.’ He frowned at her. ‘Tea first?’

She peered into the camp oven. Someone had done a relatively good job of cleaning out last night’s supper, so she emptied the remains of the oats into the pot, added about half the water and stirred furiously, willing the billy to boil. ‘I’ll put the porridge on for the boy’s breakfast.’

A few moments later, she handed him a pannikin of tea. ‘Maybe outside?’

He pulled up the collar of his greatcoat. ‘It’ll be cold. Take this.’ He draped his muffler around her neck.

With a nod of thanks, she wrapped it tight, willingly ignoring the tang of perspiration, damp wool and wood smoke in favour of the warmth it provided. She slipped outside. The cold air hit her, and she shivered.

‘Let’s walk. Get the blood flowing.’ She bit her lips together, appalled by her comment, then exhaled a great cloud of white breath. ‘I wanted to ask you about the scars on your arms.’

He ground to a halt and turned to face her, eyes blazing. ‘What scars?’

‘I saw them yesterday—in the crease of your elbows, from a blood transfusion.’

His eyes narrowed and his fingers clenched. ‘How do you know?’

‘Because I have them as well.’ She moved to push up the sleeve of her jacket.

‘Don’t. I believe you. You wouldn’t know what they were otherwise.’

‘Did it happen when you were in Sydney? Is that why you have money? Were you paid for your blood?’

He huffed out a great sigh. ‘Were you?’

‘No. I did it to help my brother.’

‘Which makes you a better person than me. I did it for money. No other reason. It was the only way I could survive.’ And then he paused. ‘Your brother? What’s his name?’

‘Sebastian Oswald.’

‘Not Sebastian Sinclair?’

‘Sinclair’s my stepfather.’

‘Then what the hell are you doing here? Camped with a barrowload of street boys in a filthy old warehouse?’

‘Trying to find you.’

‘And I just happened to climb in and land in your lap.’ He made a dismissive gesture. ‘You’re going to have to try a bit harder. You’ve got the wrong person.’

‘Please, let me explain.’

‘Nah.’ He shook his head. ‘You can’t prove it. I’ll just say I got the scars some other way.’ He glared at her, his eyes like chips of ice, then spun around and, before she could catch her breath, he’d evaporated into the morning mist.

Viola ran to the end of the laneway, searching this way and that. He couldn’t have simply vanished. She slumped against the wall, her face burning, ears thundering, regretting every thoughtless word she’d spoken. Dear god, let him come back, give her the chance to start from the beginning, tell him Sebastian had died, explain his request, show Mouse his notes. She pushed her hands deep into her pockets and snuggled down into the warm wool of Mouse’s muffler.

His muffler! She’d never seen him without it—even when he’d been so sick he’d kept it close, pushed inside his greatcoat, dangling loose around his neck or bunched in his hand like a talisman. It was important to him—a link, perhaps, to his past. Surely he’d come back for it.

She tracked back to the warehouse and stepped inside.

Cracker spotted her immediately. ‘Where’ve you bin?’

‘Bit of a walk. Fresh air. I woke early.’ She scanned the warehouse in a futile search for some sign of Mouse. She was certain he wouldn’t be there, that he’d run, worried that he would get into trouble for what he’d done. ‘Have you seen Mouse?’

Cracker lifted his shoulders. ‘’E can come and go as ’e pleases, same as you, same as everyone.’

‘He was going to ask you if there was a job he could do. Pull his weight.’

Cracker gave a derogatory sniff. ‘’Bout time. Might be somefink. I’ll have a think.’ He took the remains of her tea from her hand and replaced it with another pannikin.

The smell of the porridge, tainted with last night’s stew, turned her stomach. ‘I’ll give it a miss. I’ve got to do something.’

‘Wot?’

‘None of your business.’ Regretting her words, she tried for a smile. She had to find Mouse, had to catch him before he left. Apologise and hopefully start again. ‘Where’s Hinton?’

‘Down river. Past Morpeth. Why?’

Better stick as close to the truth as she could. ‘Mouse said he’d lived there when he was younger.’

‘Don’t reckon ’e’s got plans to leave. Not right now. You said he wanted a job.’ Cracker looked sideways at her and frowned. ‘Wot’s it all about?’

She couldn’t tell him. Not yet. It would be nothing more than a betrayal. ‘What’s the best way to get to Hinton?’

Cracker waggled his head from side to side. ‘Train to Morpeth, probably, then talk one of the rivermen into a ride or walk.’

‘Thanks.’ She spun on her heel.

‘Hope you find your fella.’

She ignored Cracker’s ridiculous comment. She hadn’t a moment to waste. If she could catch Mouse before he left, at the station or the wharf . . . it was all she had. ‘I’ll be back later.’

She bolted into Bourke Street, weaving her way through the laneways, and in less than ten minutes she stood heaving and puffing, hands on her knees, outside the station. When she finally caught her breath, she raised her head and came eye to eye with a familiar face.

‘Wot you doin’ ’ere?’

‘Jonas! I’m looking for someone. Tall, taller than Cracker. Thin, with a big heavy coat.’ She thumped the side of her calf to show the greatcoat’s length. ‘Messy straw-coloured hair.’

‘The chap wantin’ a ride to Hinton?’

Her breath whooshed out. ‘Yes.’

‘’E’s gone.’

‘Gone?’ Too late. Maybe she could follow on the next train. She dropped her hand into her pocket and her fingers closed around Sinclair’s purse, sending a flash of anger through her. This was all his fault. ‘When’s the next train?’

‘Why?’

‘Because I’m trying to find him.’

‘Oh.’ Jonas lifted his eyes to the heavens. ‘Said ’e was going back to the warehouse to see if Cracker ’ad a job for ’im.’

‘He’s still here? He hasn’t gone to Hinton.’

‘Nah. Said tomorrer. Gotta get goin’. Stuff to do.’ He darted off around the corner of the station.

Viola sank down on the seat. A wave of dizziness made her vision blur. Mouse was still here. Still in Maitland.

She couldn’t imagine Mouse’s feelings. Had he trusted Sinclair, the renowned surgeon? Had he known what Sinclair would do to him when he’d accepted money for his blood, or had he been enticed by promises that didn’t eventuate? Or was he simply another of Sinclair’s victims? And what was the ‘story’ Sebastian wanted brought to light? Why was Mouse the only one who could tell it? No wonder he’d fled the moment she’d admitted her relationship to Sebastian and Sinclair. He couldn’t trust her. It was as simple as that. She had destroyed the frail friendship they’d developed by charging in like a demented harridan. The only thing she could do was to go directly back to the warehouse and hope that he’d be there and that he’d listen to her.
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At the warehouse she found Sludge and Tyke lounging against the doors, legs stretched out and faces turned to the sun. ‘Hello, boys. Not working?’

‘Nah, we’ve finished. Bin doin’ the ’ousework.’ Tyke chortled. ‘Clean as a new pin, Cracker said, and that’s what ’e’s got. Go and ’ave a look.’

‘Well done. Is anyone else here?’

They shook their heads in unison. ‘Cracker came back and told Mouse ’e’d got a job for ’im. Something about a broken gate. Others ain’t back yet.’

Then Mouse had most definitely come back and, by the sound of it, had done as he said he would. She let out a relieved breath. ‘Thanks, boys. I’ll go and check your housework.’ With a much lighter step, she made her way inside to plan what she would say to Mouse when he returned.

Stu and Patch arrived armed with a box of rather questionable root vegetables and some mutton bones, which Stu chopped up and set to cook. Viola thumped up to the loft and lay flicking aimlessly through Lambs’ Tales, rereading Sebastian’s notes for the umpteenth time.

Finally, the squeak of wheels and a clatter drifted up. She leant over the edge as Cracker brought the Mercury bicycle and its trailer inside the warehouse and tucked it in the corner.

Thank goodness. She skittered down the ladder. ‘Hello, Cracker.’

‘Afternoon.’ He pulled off his cap and slumped down. ‘I’ve ’ad it. Did Mouse bring back the bread from Mrs Jones?’

A hollow, cavernous feeling took possession of her insides. She swallowed. ‘I haven’t seen him. I’ve been here most of the day.’

‘’E’ll be along soon. No way ’e’d eat the whole lot hisself.’

Time dragged by. The other boys trickled back with snippets of gossip, but nothing that interested her in the slightest, and no sign of Mouse.

‘Cracker?’

He lifted his head from the Mercury trailer and put down a polishing rag. ‘Wot?’

‘This job that Mouse is doing. What was it?’

‘Fixing the doctor’s gate. Apparently it blew off its hinges. Mrs Jones nabbed me when I delivered the paper this morning. I called back ’ere and sent ’im down there. Might be taking a bit longer than expected.’

For some unknown reason a shiver crossed her shoulders. ‘Why don’t I walk down there and see if he needs any help.’

Cracker made a puffing noise. ‘Sure ’e can manage. When’s supper on? Smells great.’

‘Not long. It’d be better with the bread Mrs Jones promised.’

Cracker took the bait. ‘Right you are. ’Op in.’ He turned the bicycle trailer and extended a hand.

Viola settled into the trailer and Cracker shot off along the laneway, and with a hoot of laughter made a showy turn into Bourke Street. ‘Got the ’ang of this little beauty.’ He rang the bell with a flourish.

In a matter of moments, they pulled into Smith Street and drew up outside the surgery. Viola climbed out and opened the gate. It swung neatly on its hinges, and she stepped up to the door and knocked.

Mrs Jones opened up and threw a smile in Cracker’s direction. ‘Checking on your troops, are you? Good job done. I’ve got the bread for you.’ Leaving the door open, she placed a pile of envelopes on the hall table and wandered back down the hallway.

‘I thought Mouse was bringing it back,’ Viola hissed at Cracker.

‘Me too. Wonder where ’e’s got to.’

Her mind darted one way and another, going over every scenario that had played in her head since that morning. Was it only this morning? It seemed like forever. Maybe he’d headed straight out for Hinton and Taylor’s warning was nothing more than a cock and bull story.

‘He probably forgot the bread, or we missed him on the way here . . .’

‘Here you go, lovies. Three nice white loaves, and I’ve tucked a bit of butter in there.’

‘Thank you, Mrs Jones. Did Mouse say where he was going after he finished here?’ Viola raised her hand to her chest, her heart pounding fit to bust.

‘Mouse? Doctor said his name was Bill. He had another job for him. They took the buggy . . . oh, an hour or so ago.’
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Friday, 22 July, 1892

A strange sound woke Taylor. Scratching and scrabbling. Her teeth jangled. She lay still in the dark, the moonlight casting eerie shadows through the curtains.

The noise came again, fingernails on glass, then an insistent tap-tap-tapping. They’d had possums in the roof, but there wasn’t a whiff of their musty, musky odour.

With a disgruntled huff, she threw back the bedclothes and padded to the window, her bare feet whispering against the cold wooden floor. She hesitated, her mind racing with outlandish possibilities, none comforting. Summoning her courage, she inched closer to the window, then, with teeth gritted, she grasped the edge of the curtain and pulled it aside in one swift motion.

A ghostly apparition greeted her—long strands of tangled hair, hollow eyes staring at her, framed by a face so pale it gave off an almost translucent, otherworldly glow.

Taylor’s breath caught in her throat and a sudden wave of terror heated her skin, but she was unable to look away, unable to make sense of what was before her eyes.

The apparition moved, the glow dimming slightly. She peered closer, pressing her face against the pane of glass, and the ghostly vision became clearer, crouched on the scullery roof, its face etched with desperate urgency.

A familiar face.

‘Viola?’ Taylor’s voice trembled. ‘Is that you?’

Viola nodded, her eyes pleading.

Taylor fumbled at the latch with clumsy fingers. The sash slid up with a groan, bringing a rush of cold night air.

Her breathing slowed, a mix of relief and confusion. ‘What are you doing here?’

Viola’s voice, barely audible, carried a desperate intensity. ‘I need your help. There’s something wrong . . . something very wrong.’

Taylor reached out, grasped Viola’s hand and pulled her inside. The girl was freezing.

‘Get under the covers.’ She locked the window and drew the curtains, then crawled in beside Viola and put her arms around the shivering, sobbing bundle. ‘When you’re ready . . .’

‘Now. I’m ready now, before it’s too late.’ Viola flipped onto her side, their faces only inches apart. ‘Dr Lansdale has taken Mouse.’

‘Lansdale. Why would he do that? Taken him where?’

‘I don’t know.’ A sob wracked her body. ‘It’s all my fault. We must find him before it’s too late.’ Her arms thrashed.

‘Viola.’ Taylor hissed her name, tempted to slap her face, bring her back to reality. She settled for a small shake. ‘I’m sure there’s a very good reason. Is he still sick?’

Viola inhaled a deep breath and flashed her eyes open. ‘No. I told Mouse I knew about the scars on his arms. He asked me how. I said Sebastian was my brother, Sinclair my stepfather. Mouse denied everything and took off.’

Taylor patted Viola’s quivering back. She was hardly surprised. A confrontation like that would terrify the bravest of people, especially if he was in some way involved with Sinclair. ‘Go on.’

‘He said he was going home to Hinton.’

Ah yes, she remembered Viola saying he’d said he was from there. So maybe not doing Sinclair’s bidding.

‘I went to the station, asked Jonas if Mouse had caught the train, but he hadn’t. By the time I got back to the warehouse Mouse had returned.’

Taylor relaxed. Nothing unexpected. ‘And you explained?’

‘No, he’d gone again. Cracker had sent him to do a job for Mrs Jones. When he didn’t come back, Cracker and I went to find him and . . .’ Viola covered her tear-stained face with her hands. ‘And Mrs Jones said his name was Bill, not Mouse, and that the doctor had taken him off in the buggy because he had another job for him.’ Her eyes shone like beacons in the darkness. ‘He still isn’t back; it’s well past midnight.’

‘I’m sure he will be—perhaps they got held up.’ Taylor wrinkled her nose. ‘There’s no reason to think Dr Lansdale is doing anything underhand.’ All of Maitland held him in high regard—his prowess on the rugby field, and his behaviour while he’d been standing in for his uncle, was nothing short of exemplary. She’d even heard gossip—people hoping he’d take over full time when the older Dr Lansdale retired.

‘You don’t understand.’ Viola shot upright. ‘Mrs Jones said his name was Bill.’ She emphasised each word, her tone cold and deliberate.

‘He could have told them his real name.’

‘No! “The doctor said his name was Bill”—those were Mrs Jones’ words. Mouse refused to tell me his name, and the other boys, so why would he tell Lansdale?’

A shiver crossed Taylor’s shoulders. There had to be a simple explanation. ‘What would Lansdale want with him?’

‘There’s something else. I didn’t put two and two together until I was lying awake. When Mrs Jones opened the door she was holding a handful of letters. She put them on the hall table when she went to get some bread, payment for fixing the gate. While we were waiting, I glanced at the envelopes. The top one was addressed to Dr H. Lansdale.’

‘Yes, that’s right. Dr Harold Lansdale, he’s in Edinburgh. And his nephew is Harry Lansdale. Everyone knows that.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ Viola sounded anguished.

‘It’s simply a mark of respect to call him Dr Lansdale, not use his first name.’

‘No, you still don’t understand. I overheard Sinclair before I left Sydney. He was talking to one of his students, someone called Harry. He said he’d waive his outstanding fees if this Harry went to Maitland and found the boy.’

Taylor smoothed Viola’s hair back from her forehead. Viola was making a lot of sense, but the whole idea sickened her. ‘Are you sure you’re not jumping to conclusions? Harry is hardly an unusual name.’

Viola pulled away. ‘I’m not. I know I’m not. I’ve tried so very hard to remember the conversation I overheard, and I’m sure I’m right. It all fits.’

‘Tell me.’ Taylor hooked her hands behind her head while Viola repeated snippets.

‘Sinclair said to find the boy who came from Maitland and bring him back because he needed his blood to stem the umbilical bleeding, and he wanted fit, strong and healthy male specimens. Then the other man said he would do what he could. Sinclair said that his research was paramount, and he would waive the outstanding fees. He called the man Harry . . .’

As the facts stacked up, Taylor had to agree that Viola’s story did make sense. ‘I see. There are details that tie in but they’re all circumstantial. You have no proof, no evidence. Are you sure you didn’t see the man talking to Sinclair?’

Viola shook her head. ‘No. I only heard his footsteps and saw a shadow; the steps to the turret are circular, narrow and dark. I crept up after Sinclair closed the door to listen and then when I heard the rattle of the handle I scooted down into Sebastian’s room.’

The turret? Now was not the time to ask, but wherever did Viola live? ‘Right, let’s see what makes sense, and what doesn’t. I agree that the bit about finding the boy and bringing him back is relevant. Mouse could be that boy.’ She didn’t want to dwell on the matter of umbilical bleeding. That could wait. ‘Obviously the mention of Maitland is relevant.’ Specimens sat firmly in the umbilical basket—or did they? Maisie said Lansdale had taken those three youths down to Sydney to the asylum—but could he have taken them instead to Sinclair? That would be easy enough to check. Although it wasn’t something she’d want to trust to a telegram.

And then everything went quiet in Taylor’s mind. What if Lansdale was also responsible for the other missing boys—Mikey and Sam. The last time anyone had seen them, they’d been in a buggy with a man—who? And Davy, what had happened to him? Possibly even Gus, Sludge’s brother. Lansdale had been back and forth to Maitland to play rugby for ages. How long had this been going on?

Taylor let out a long stream of air. She turned to Viola to tell her of her ghastly suspicions, but the girl was fast asleep. Taylor drew the covers up around Viola’s shoulders. She would leave her be—Viola was clearly exhausted, and there was nothing they could do before morning.
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By the time the first fingers of dawn were touching the horizon, Taylor was up and dressed. With her hair hanging loose and her face in repose, Viola looked every inch a young girl. The magnitude of the task she had set herself, her determination to fulfil her brother’s last wishes, left Taylor in awe. Viola had told her so much—but she suspected she’d barely scratched the surface of the horrors she and Sebastian had endured. The very thought that Sinclair, a man of medicine, a person of standing in the community, could have become so obsessed with his own blinding ambition that he would throw all ethics out of the window made her blood chill. And that Dr Lansdale’s nephew, Maitland’s celebrated rugby player—and recently qualified doctor who studied in Sydney, she now realised—might be involved made the hairs on the back of her neck stand to attention.

She drew back the curtains, lowered herself onto the bed and pushed Viola’s hair from her face. She’d often wondered what it would be like to have a brother or sister, but it had never happened. Ma and Pa had always referred to her as their gift, born far later in Ma’s life than was deemed socially acceptable but nevertheless welcomed and loved. ‘Viola. It’s time to wake up.’

Viola blinked once and shot upright. ‘Have I been asleep? I need to get back to the warehouse before everyone wakes. See if Mouse is back.’

‘It’s worth a try, before we do anything else. We’ll take my bicycle, and I’ll drop you at the end of Coffin Lane.’

‘But what about your hand?’

Taylor examined her fingers. Still a little red, but the skin had hardened. ‘I’ll wear gloves.’ She rummaged in the drawer of her dresser and pulled out a well-worn leather pair, a relic from her days on her parents’ property. ‘Come on.’

Together they tiptoed down the stairs. Mrs Orchard was still with Beth, and Maisie wouldn’t hear anything. She never woke until the little alarm clock Miss Pettigrew had left in her care shrieked from her nightstand.

Taylor led the way through the kitchen and out to the shed, gritting her teeth as the door to the shed swung open on its rusty hinges. ‘Oh! Your bags are here—do you want anything from them?’

Viola stood, arms wrapped around her frail body, and shook her head. ‘No. I can’t turn up wearing anything difierent. The boys would notice. Mind you, I’d kill for a change of underclothes, but I haven’t got time.’

Taylor wheeled the bicycle out of the shed. ‘Hop on. We’ll be at the warehouse in no time.’ She pushed off and glided into the street. The sun still hadn’t risen and there was no one about, but the lightening sky made it easy to see the way.

Five minutes later, she cruised to a halt at the end of Coffin Lane. Viola jerked upright, shook herself and stepped off the bicycle. Taylor reached for her arm. ‘Let me know if Mouse is there.’

Viola shook her head. ‘He won’t be.’ Her mouth turned down at the corners. ‘I know he won’t. He’s been taken back to Sinclair by Lansdale.’

And with no other parting words, Viola ran up the laneway into the shadows.

Taylor pushed off and headed slowly back. Viola had sounded so certain, and if she was correct then they were going to have to decide what to do next. They. The word sat heavy on her tongue. She knew Viola would be returning home, and she had no intention of letting her go alone.

First and foremost, she would have to come up with some excuse for travelling to Sydney, and then some reason for Viola to accompany her, or vice versa. And that brought to mind the question of yet more time off work. Should she take young Mr Brown into her confidence? No. Viola wouldn’t want her to, and besides, she’d have to explain away her ridiculous charade about writing a penny dreadful.

Lies multiplied like rabbits.
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Viola crept through the crack between the warehouse doors and waited until the shadows solidified. She inhaled the familiar smell of hay, last night’s supper, sweaty boys and the remnants of the fire. Nothing had changed. How she hoped that was the case. She tiptoed under the hayloft, guided by the last flickers from the embers, her gaze fixed on the back corner where Mouse slept.

Her spirits lifted as she picked out a mound on the haybales. He had come back, sometime after she had given up all hope and rushed through the night to Taylor. Unable to control herself, she ran across the floor, her hand outstretched. Her fingers sank into the rough wool of his greatcoat. The fabric slipped from her grasp, and she stumbled forward, confusion and panic surging through her, the empty silence pressing in on her. She spun around, her eyes searching the shadows, but the only response was the echo of her own ragged breathing.

He wouldn’t have left his coat or muffler; she’d never seen him without them. Scrabbling through the haybale, she tossed the coat aside. Her fingers closed on the rough wool of his muffler and she sank down, head in hands, swallowing her choking sobs. Her gaze flitted from corner to corner, praying his long, lanky figure would step from the darkness.

Footsteps registered. She lifted her head and came face to face with Cracker. ‘’E ain’t come back.’

‘Then why’s his coat here?’

‘Cos ’e didn’t take it with him. I found it in the corner. ’E went to the doctor’s round midday; sun was high.’

‘Rubbish.’ She shot to her feet. ‘How do you know?’

‘I asked the boys. ’E left straight after me. Must still be with the doctor.’

‘But where did they go? Is Lansdale back?’

He lifted a shoulder. ‘I weren’t goin’ round and ’ammerin’ the door in the middle of the night, was I?’

She dropped her head back into her hands. What to do? She’d have to tell Cracker her suspicions, but that would mean giving away Mouse’s secret. And what could Cracker do? No more than Taylor. There was only one thing for it. ‘I’ll go as soon as the sun’s up and see if they got back last night.’

Cracker gave a dismissive huff. ‘He’s a big lad. He can come and go as he pleases. He’s paid his dues.’

Viola frowned. ‘Paid his dues? What dues?’

‘Did the job on the gate for the doctor.’ He rolled his eyes. ‘We picked up the loaves of bread. Nobody owes nuffink.’

Cracker had no idea. And it was all her fault. He probably wouldn’t believe her anyway. Circumstantial evidence, Taylor had said . . . just too many coincidences.

‘Look, you’ve got a soft spot for ’im, that’s all.’ Cracker raked back his hair, the fingers on his other hand drumming that annoying tattoo on his thigh. ‘Lots of boys come and go.’

A soft spot? She narrowed her eyes, studied Cracker’s face. It was hard to tell in the murky light, but he looked upset, embarrassed.

He spun on his heel. ‘Go and check with Mrs Jones. It ain’t my business.’ He turned and climbed back up into the hayloft.

And then a sneaky little thought snaked through her mind. Was he jealous? Jealous of the attention she’d paid Mouse. She let out a huff, wrapped Mouse’s muffler around her neck and inhaled the musty mildew-like aroma, then pushed to her feet. There was no point hanging around here waiting for the sun to come. She may as well go and wait for Mrs Jones to stir.
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Viola stamped her feet and bashed her hands against her thighs, trying to generate some warmth. Surely Mrs Jones would be up by now. She went around to the back and peered over the sill into the kitchen. She was there! Bent over the range, prodding the kindling in the stove. The kettle waiting ready. Before Viola had a chance to think anything through, she raised her knuckles to the window and knocked. Mrs Jones looked up, a startled expression on her face.

Viola lifted her hand and wiggled her fingers, gesturing at the back door. She had no idea whether Mrs Jones would go and fetch the doctor. Maybe Mouse was here; perhaps he and the doctor had got back late, and they’d given Mouse a bed. Not Mouse—Bill. That was his name, Bill, though she wasn’t sure she’d ever be able to think of him as anyone but Mouse.

Mrs Jones half opened the door. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘I wanted to ask you something . . .’

‘For goodness’ sake, come in; it’s freezing out there.’

Viola stepped into the deliciously warm kitchen and inhaled the comforting smell of food. She’d no idea exactly what it was, but for a moment she had a longing for real food. Not something cooked in a camp oven, scavenged from goodness knows where.

‘Now what’s this all about?’

‘I’m looking for Mouse—Bill. He didn’t come back to the warehouse last night.’

‘Ah. I see. Sit yourself down while I make some tea.’

Viola forced herself down into the chair and kept her mouth closed and her patience tightly reined.

‘I told you yesterday. Doctor had another job for him.’

‘What job?’

Mrs Jones fiddled around with the tea leaves and took two cups and saucers down from the shelf—and all the while Viola had to curtail her desire to scream.

‘I’m not at liberty to discuss the doctor’s business. Confidentiality. People don’t want their personal affairs discussed all over town. That’s why I’ve kept me job here for so long, ’cos I mind my mouth.’

‘Please, Mrs Jones. I just want to know that he hasn’t come to any harm. He hasn’t been well, and he left his coat . . .’ her hand went to the muffler around her neck ‘... at the warehouse.’

Mrs Jones huffed out a sigh and plonked the teacups down on the table. ‘You’re going to have to keep this to yourself.’

Viola nodded furiously. Maybe she had jumped to conclusions. Maybe the doctor needed help with a patient, and they’d been delayed. He was forever travelling all around the area, and at all times of day and night.

‘You remember those three youths what were causing all the problems in town? Well, there weren’t three of them, there were others. He found out when he took them down to the asylum in Sydney. Four of them had done a runner and had to go back. He took Bill with him to pick up the other one. Big strapping bloke, he said, so he thought he might need help.’

She honestly couldn’t imagine Mouse, with his skeletal frame, being much use.

‘To drive the buggy in case the doctor had a problem and had to restrain him,’ Mrs Jones continued. ‘It was quite a way out of town, so they were going to pick up the train from Hexham and go through to Sydney. I was expecting Bill back with the buggy, but I’d say the doctor needed his ’elp on the train. He’ll be back later, I’m sure.’ She pushed the tea across the table, having ladled a couple of spoonfuls of sugar into the cup. ‘Now you drink that up.’

What was the woman telling her? Cold fingers tickled their way down her spine. She was sure Mrs Jones was telling the truth—the truth as Mrs Jones imagined—but it didn’t ring true. Not if Viola’s suspicions were correct. If Lansdale was Harry—Sinclair’s student—then he was doing Sinclair’s bidding in finding ‘the boy’ and bringing him back, and the fourth boy was nothing but a trumped-up yarn.

She pushed the cup away from her and stood up, schooling her face, trying to make sure her thoughts didn’t show. ‘Thank you, Mrs Jones. I feel so much better knowing what’s happened. I promise you I won’t spread any gossip.’

With that, she fled through the back door and didn’t stop running until she reached Carrington Street. She had to get her clothes and bags, become Viola Oswald once more and return to Sydney as fast as she could. Quite how she would explain to Mama and Sinclair and what she would do then, she didn’t know. The only thing she was certain of, in the very marrow of her bones, was that Mouse was in deep trouble. Lansdale had taken him back to Sydney just as Sinclair demanded.

She didn’t bother to knock on the door—couldn’t face the thought of Maisie, possibly not even Taylor. She didn’t want to have to justify her actions to anyone. She pushed open the shed door and sneaked inside, pulling it closed behind her. Sufficient light shone through the gaps in the iron to give her a clear view of the carpet where Taylor had hidden her bags. She squatted down and began to unroll the cumbersome bundle. Scrabbling with her cold fingers, she dragged it out, more and more of it, and then rocked back on her heels.

Her bags had gone! How could they have? Taylor had pointed to them when they’d taken the bicycle out, and Viola had made that ridiculous comment about wanting clean underclothes. She shot to her feet. Turned in circles, her gaze raking the piles of discarded furniture, flowerpots and chook food and everything as it had been before . . . except her bags. She let out a howl of anguish and threw her hands in the air.

‘If you’re looking for the Louis Vuitton bags, I think you’ll find Taylor has taken them to her room.’ Maisie stood framed in the doorway, hand on one hip. ‘Mind you, you’re going to have to prove ownership.’

‘They’re mine! You have no right to prevent me access to my own belongings.’

‘I’ve no intention of doing that.’ Maisie dropped her hand from her hip. ‘I’d had my suspicions all along but didn’t want to spoil your little charade.’

Viola pushed past her and marched up to the back door, then turned.

Maisie stood right behind her.

‘How did you know?’

‘Right from the beginning when I handed you the feathered hat at the theatre—that and the way you hold yourself, never mind your beautifully modulated voice. Still, it’s none of my business. There’s plenty who’ve got away with it before. People see what they want to see. You’ll find Taylor in her bedroom. I believe you know the way.’

Viola clenched her fist, resisting the overwhelming temptation to punch Maisie on her retrousse nose. Tilting her chin, she summoned Sister Mary-Anne, and her moral and social lessons, and with perfect deportment she glided along the hallway and up the stairs, one hand lightly grazing the banister.
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Taylor stood, hands on hips, cursing under her breath as she replayed the earlier events. She hadn’t imagined that Maisie would be up, nor that, as fate would have it, she’d step from her bedroom at the very moment Taylor had reached the top of the stairs. She’d stood like a stunned rabbit, Viola’s suitcase and Gladstone bag grasped in her hands and her face turning the colour of plum jam.

‘Planning a trip?’ Maisie had quirked an eyebrow and fastened her wrapper.

‘Possibly.’ She’d tried for a nonchalant shrug of her shoulders, but failed miserably, prevented by the luggage clasped in her hands.

‘Lovely set of cases. Louis Vuitton, unless I’m mistaken. Such a distinctive logo.’

Taylor wouldn’t know—she’d recognised the quality, with their lovely, polished brass fittings and intricate details, but she wouldn’t know Louis Vuitton if they came face to face. Some fashionable designer. Maisie knew all about that kind of thing.

‘I’m borrowing them.’ Almost the truth. Without waiting for the floor to open and swallow her, she did the only thing she could and fled into her bedroom and put the cases on the bed. By the time she’d turned to close the door, Maisie had almost reached the bottom of the stairs.

Her intention when she’d decided to bring the bags up from the shed was to have them on hand in case Viola was right, and Lansdale had taken Mouse back to Sydney. If he truly had absconded from the asylum then Lansdale was well within his rights, particularly if it was at the sergeant’s request, but maybe there was more to the story. Viola’s casual reference to umbilical bleeding had been the catalyst. Not only did the thought of a newborn baby being used to further Sinclair’s research make every one of Taylor’s nerve endings shoot flashes of outrage, but it was also Viola’s horrifying acceptance.

Taylor couldn’t stand by and do nothing.

A light knock on the door disturbed her train of thought and she flung it open. ‘Now what?’

Viola, pale faced and rugged up in a disreputable muffler, took two steps back. ‘I’m sorry, I—’

‘Come in, come in. I’m the one who should be sorry. I thought you were Maisie. She’s annoyed me.’

‘When you brought my cases upstairs?’ Viola wandered over to the bed and sat down between the bags, feet placed neatly together, hands in her lap. How ever had she managed her disguise for so long?

‘I bumped into Maisie in the shed. She said you had my bags, and that she’d known right from the beginning, at the theatre, that I wasn’t a boy.’

‘I’m not surprised, to be honest. She’s a bit clever like that. Notices things others don’t. It’s what makes her such a good dressmaker.’

Viola didn’t respond. Just sat chewing her lip. Finally, she gazed straight into Taylor’s eyes. ‘I went to see Mrs Jones this morning. Lansdale and Mouse haven’t returned—they’ve gone to Sydney—but Mouse left his greatcoat and his muffler at the warehouse.’ She bunched the stinking bundle of wool around her neck in her hand and wrinkled her nose. ‘He wouldn’t have done that unless he intended to come back.’

She dropped the muffler and started twisting her hands again. ‘I don’t care if the evidence is circumstantial, as you call it. I know, right here.’ She thumped her chest with her small, neat fist. ‘Your rugby-playing doctor hero was Sinclair’s student and the man I heard talking to Sinclair in the turret. He came here to find Mouse and take him back. And now he’s done it.’ Her voice quavered. ‘I’ve failed Sebastian. It was the last thing he asked of me.’ A great wracking sob full of grief and sorrow shattered Viola’s fragile composure.

Taylor pulled her into her arms and held her close, rocking her gently and patting her back.

Gradually Viola’s sobs subsided. She pulled away and wiped her hand under her nose, then across her thigh. ‘Sorry,’ she sniffed. ‘I haven’t got a handkerchief.’

Handkerchief be damned. Taylor’s mind was made up. Not a skerrick of doubt. It didn’t matter whether Viola was right or not; they would get to the bottom of Mouse’s disappearance. She’d already lost her brother; she didn’t need to lose anyone else. ‘We have to decide the best way to approach this.’ She rubbed her hands together, not exactly in glee, although it was the sort of conundrum she would delight in solving. ‘Tell me what Mrs Jones said, and anything else you think is important.’ The remainder—the awful remainder—could wait. If, as she expected, they would be travelling to Sydney, there would be ample time to question Viola more closely about Sinclair’s obscene practices.

Viola drew in a deep breath, gave a frail smile and straightened her posture. ‘You remember those three youths Cracker kicked out of the warehouse?’

Taylor nodded. Only too well. The town gossips were still lauding Lansdale’s brisk action in returning them to Sydney.

‘According to Mrs Jones, there was talk of another chap, a fourth, Lansdale wanted to find. Mouse was at the asylum. Perhaps he didn’t want to arouse Mouse’s suspicions. Mrs Jones said he took Mouse with him to drive in case there was a problem, but maybe he wasn’t telling the truth. Apparently Lansdale said he needed help because the other boy was a big strapping bloke.’

That was the first flag. Taylor couldn’t imagine Lansdale would have trouble with any youth. He’d out-strap them without blinking an eye.

‘They were going to catch the train from Hexham. Mrs Jones was expecting Mouse home with the buggy last night, but he didn’t arrive.’

Sensible, but also a tad convenient. ‘It’s quite feasible Lansdale should return the other boy to the asylum, particularly if he ran away.’

Viola jumped to her feet. ‘You don’t understand. Sebastian said Sinclair had found Mouse at the asylum, employed him in the gardens, then offered him money if he’d help with his experiments—and then, when he was half dead and no more use to him, threatened to send him back to the asylum. Sebastian knew Mouse wanted to go home, but he only made it as far as Maitland. He was too weak. Sinclair had bled him dry.’

Another expression Taylor would rather not dwell on. ‘Right.’ She swallowed. They hadn’t any time to waste. Lansdale, the other boys and Mouse as well could already be in Sydney. But if Viola was right and Sinclair particularly wanted Mouse to stem the umbilical bleeding—she couldn’t control the shudder—Lansdale wouldn’t take him to the asylum, he’d deliver him to Sinclair. ‘Looks like we’re going to Sydney.’

‘We?’

‘I’m not going to let you go alone. There’s no reason why I shouldn’t join my cousin for a trip to Sydney.’

Taylor stared as Viola’s lips formed the neatest round and then broke into a radiant smile.

‘You’d do that for me?’

‘I would—but we’re going to have to find a reason why you’re not in Maitland. Cracker’ll have the constabulary out if you go missing.’

‘I’ll tell him the truth—that I’ve got to go home; that my mother’s about to give birth and that’s more important than anything else. I’ll tell him my real name and swear him to secrecy, ask him to explain to the boys . . .’ She threw her hands up. ‘What can I ask him to say to the boys?’

‘That you’re coming to Sydney with me. It’s always easier to stick close to the truth.’
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Nothing turned out exactly as planned. Taylor trooped around to see young Mr Brown, half expecting him to give her the sack. After all, since the boys’ appearance in court—no, since Viola’s arrival in Maitland—Taylor had spent less time at work than ever before.

She arrived flustered, having run numerous conversations through her head while making her way to the office, each excuse full of gaping great holes and liberally interspersed with whopping lies.

She took off her hat and coat and knocked on Mr Brown’s door.

‘Come.’ He greeted her with an enormous smile and something akin to excitement lighting his friendly face. ‘Just the person. How’s the hand?’

‘Much better, thank you.’ She turned over her palm and showed him the dried and flaking skin on her fingertips.

He gave a small shudder. ‘But otherwise, you’re well?’ How very strange—he rarely enquired about her health other than the normal throwaway niceties. ‘Well enough to handle some exciting news, which I hope will please you, as I have rather taken matters into my own hands?’ He wrinkled his nose. ‘Possibly not the best phrase under the circumstances. Sit down.’

He patted the back of the chair and then walked around the desk, sat down and began fiddling with his pencil, turning it around and around. ‘How’s your manuscript coming along?’

‘My manuscript?’ Her voice squeaked. She’d forgotten her ridiculous tale about writing a penny dreadful while trying to wheedle information out of him.

‘I simply couldn’t stop thinking about the questions you’d asked. I’m afraid my imagination took flight.’

‘Took flight?’ Taylor’s mouth dried. He had no idea how close to the truth some of her questions were.

‘I had lunch yesterday with an acquaintance from university days who was passing through Maitland. He didn’t take to the legal profession and has gone into business as a publisher.’ His face broke into a beaming smile. ‘I took the liberty of telling him about your book and your experience with the Mercury; he was extremely taken with the idea. A modern-day Frankenstein, he suggested. After all, Mary Shelley had a deal of success. He’d very much like to discuss the matter with you. Unfortunately, he had to return to Sydney, but I said I’d mention it to you. It would require a trip to Sydney. If, of course, you’re interested.’

‘A trip to Sydney?’ She really was going to have to try to form some coherent sentences and not keep parroting his words.

‘As soon as you are able. I’ve already spoken to my father and he’s more than happy for you to take the time, on the condition we don’t lose you permanently to the world of literature.’

Her mind cartwheeled again. She seemed to be having trouble keeping her thoughts in order. ‘I don’t have a manuscript I would be willing to share at the moment. It’s very much a work in progress. I’m still at the research stage,’ she lied.

He waved his hand in the air, rather as though batting away an annoying fly. ‘Just a chat.’

‘A chat?’ For goodness’ sake.

‘You seem a little lost for words. Unlike you.’

Correct. She swallowed—could she get away with it? It was the perfect excuse to go to Sydney. At least she could leave with a clear conscience, and surely find the time for a meeting with this Mr . . . for heaven’s sake, she didn’t even know the man’s name, never mind his company. ‘What is the name of the publisher?’

‘Quill and Ink.’

Such serendipity, but could she carry it off? She gulped in a huge breath. ‘Mr Brown, I don’t know how to thank you. I would be most interested.’ It was worth a try. She’d just have to make it up as she went along. ‘I would very much like to discuss the matter with him as soon as possible—before I commit too many words to paper.’

‘I don’t see why not. The man you need to speak to is a Mr Silverleaf, Arthur Silverleaf. He’s prepared to see you tomorrow. I’d be quite happy to send him a telegram.’

‘What would you like to say?’ She reached for her pencil and pad, found it absent. The action brought her back to the moment. ‘Let me fetch my—’

‘Here we are.’ He pushed his fountain pen and a piece of paper across the desk. ‘Subject to our conversation re Miss Fotherby she is happy to attend your premises in George Street ten-thirty tomorrow, Saturday July 23 stop . . . How does that sound?’

‘Perfect. Absolutely perfect. I can’t thank you enough.’ She pushed back the chair and made to stand.

He scrawled something on a piece of paper. ‘Here’s the address. What will you do for accommodation?’

‘It’s not a problem,’ Taylor said. ‘I’ll stay at the Berkeley in Bent Street.’

‘Just a hop, skip and a jump from George Street. Wonderful.’ He clapped his hands together. ‘Off you go. May I suggest the twelve-fifteen? It’ll have you in town before nightfall. I’ll see you on your return with good news, I hope.’

And that was her dismissal.

Taylor glanced up at the clock on the wall. Thanks to Viola’s early start, it was only just after ten. Quite sufficient time to pack and leave for Sydney.
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When Viola got back to the warehouse she found the place deserted—not even Sludge and Tyke were there on housework duty. She climbed up into the hayloft and shook out the horse blanket covering her pallet. Sir Toby appeared from some nest he’d made and weaved his overweight body through her legs then rolled onto his back beseeching a tummy rub, his rumbling purrs vibrating around the hayloft. ‘I can’t, Sir Toby, I haven’t got time. I promised Taylor I’d be back at Carrington Street as quickly as possible.’ She picked him up and gave him a quick cuddle, then placed him carefully back on her pallet. ‘You look after my spot. I’ll be back as soon as I can.’

She would. No matter what she and Taylor found when they got to Sydney, she would come back—but she simply couldn’t leave without explaining to Cracker. Where was he? She stamped down the ladder, jumped the last few rungs and hoisted herself onto one of the barrels. Surely Cracker had finished his morning paper round.

If only she could leave him a note to explain where she was going—but despite his assurances, she wasn’t certain he’d be able to read it, and the last thing she wanted was for him to take it to someone else. She drummed her heels against the barrel, revelling in the sound as it echoed around the empty warehouse.

‘Oi!’ Cracker stood in the doorway, hands covering his ears.

She stilled her feet. ‘Where have you been?’ She jumped down. ‘I need to talk to you now.’ She grabbed his arm and dragged him to the back of the warehouse.

‘Slow down. Wot’s up?’

She opened her mouth to speak and suddenly didn’t know where to start. She was convinced Cracker only tolerated Mouse for her sake. Perhaps he’d be pleased to know he’d gone. ‘I’ve got to go back to Sydney,’ she blurted out, before her courage failed her.

He flopped down on the haybale nearest to the fireplace. ‘Where did that come from?’

She couldn’t lie to him. ‘I haven’t got much time. Taylor’s waiting for me. Mouse is Bill Boxer, the boy I was looking for, and Lansdale’s taken him back to Sydney.’

He shrugged his shoulders and didn’t say anything, but his mouth formed the word, ‘So?’

‘Taken against his will. Lansdale is tied up with my stepfather, Sinclair. There’s lots more. But I haven’t got time to explain. Sebastian’s notes all make sense now.’

‘And Taylor’s going too?’

‘Yes. She’s coming with me. I need you to keep quiet about it.’

‘That’s not going to work. Jonas is bound to see you get on the train, or Mr Marsh or someone.’

‘There’s no reason why they shouldn’t. Taylor and I are going to Sydney. I’ll catch the train as Tuppence, change before we reach Sydney and go back to being Viola Oswald.’

‘Viola.’ His voice held a plaintive note. ‘Pretty. It suits you. Thank you for trusting me with your name.’

A feeling of tenderness swept over her. She still didn’t know his real name—she knew him, the person he was now, but not how he’d become Cracker. It would have to wait until she returned. ‘Cracker, I need your help, again.’ She gave a pathetic half laugh. ‘Can you just tell the boys I’ve gone to Sydney with Taylor to keep her company?’

His mouth turned down at the corners.

‘I’ll be back as soon as I can, I promise.’

‘Bloody Mouse. I knew ’e was trouble first time I set eyes on ’im.’ He wiped his nose with the back of his hand. ‘’Ow long?’

‘I don’t know. A few days, perhaps. Taylor will have to come back for work.’

‘Maisie’s going to love it.’

This was so difficult. She secured Sebastian’s book and buttoned her jacket.

‘Go on, go. I’ll think of somefink. Not no one’s business.’

Resisting the urge to hug him tightly, she reached out and grasped his hand. ‘Thank you. Thank you for everything.’ Not daring to look back, she ran out of the warehouse.

‘Hey! Wait.’

She stopped in her tracks and turned. Cracker stood holding Mouse’s greatcoat and muffler. ‘You better take them.’

Sticking to the laneways, she walked as fast as she could, frightened she’d draw attention to herself if she ran. When she finally reached the house in Carrington Street, she ducked below the hedge and made her way to the back door, hoping against hope neither Maisie nor Mrs Orchard were home. She dumped Mouse’s coat and muffler in the corner of the shed, made her way up the path and eased open the back door.

Several voices and some laughter, ohs and ahs and a clap or two drifted down the hallway—Maisie had customers. No sign of Mrs Orchard. She scooted up the stairs and reached for the door handle of Taylor’s bedroom. Before she had a chance to open the door, Taylor’s face appeared and Viola fell inside.

‘There you are. I was beginning to worry.’ Taylor closed the door. ‘Everything worked out with Mr Brown. I didn’t have to say much at all. I’m going to Sydney on business.’

‘What?’

‘It’s a long story. I’ll tell you on the train. I told Maisie I was taking you with me. Did you see Cracker?’

She nodded. ‘I told him Lansdale had taken Mouse and that we were going to Sydney to find him. He said he’d keep quiet and tell the boys that I was going with you to Sydney to keep you company.’

‘Well, that’s all settled then. With any luck, the story I told Maisie will get out and Cracker will pick it up from there. He’s good at that. We haven’t got much time to waste. I thought we’d put your Sydney clothes in my bag, and you can change on the train. We don’t want Jonas sticking his nose in.’

Viola sank down on the bed. ‘It seems too easy. I don’t suppose there’s any chance of a wash before we go? I can’t turn up in Sydney smelling like a compost heap.’

‘A bath might be pushing our luck, but I’ll go and get a jug of warm water and bring it up here. You sort out your belongings.’ Taylor pointed to her suitcase and bag tucked under the end of the bed.

‘I left Mouse’s coat and muffler in the shed. He will want them.’

Taylor wrinkled her nose. ‘I’ll bring them up. I expect we can fit them in.’

Viola didn’t move for a moment after Taylor left the room. Everything had happened so quickly. She couldn’t imagine the conversation between Mr Brown and Taylor, but she seemed to have thought of everything. Everything until they got to Sydney—and then it would be Viola’s responsibility. Was Lansdale Sinclair’s student? Was he doing his bidding? Or were Sebastian’s notes nothing but the wanderings of a drugged mind? She shook the thought away. Everything Sebastian had written added up. The future of Mama’s unborn child and numerous other boys lay in the balance.
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They arrived at the station and, much to Viola’s surprise, found Cracker, Sludge and Tyke waiting outside. Cracker took Taylor’s bag from Viola and while Taylor went to buy tickets they walked onto the platform.

‘Thought we’d come and see you orf.’ Sludge sidled up beside her and hitched his trousers. ‘Come back quick, Tuppence.’ His cheeks pinked.

‘I will, Sludge. Make sure you keep the warehouse clean and tidy.’

Cracker caught her eye and winked. ‘You got those tickets, Miss Taylor?’

‘That I have. Return tickets, in fact.’ She beamed at everyone, and Sludge and Tyke exchanged a relieved glance.

Before long, a low rumble reverberated through the tracks and up into the platform—the deep, rhythmic thudding matching the trembling anticipation Viola couldn’t ignore.

Sludge and Tyke bolted to the end of the platform, dancing up and down. ‘It’s coming.’

A mixture of coal smoke, hot metal and steam filled her nostrils. Another train trip. This time filled with the awful knowledge she hadn’t even imagined until she’d opened Lambs’ Tales and found Sebastian’s letter and notes.

A gust of wind billowed down the platform, and she clamped her cap to her head. The ground shook, and a cloud of steam hissed from the engine, enveloping them all. With a shrieking whistle and a clanking of wheels, the monster slowed and came to a shuddering halt.

Cracker opened the first-class carriage door and jumped aboard, throwing Taylor’s bag onto the luggage rack, then he stepped back down, ushered them aboard and banged the door closed. The finality of it all took Viola’s breath away. She pulled down the window and stuck her head out, waving frantically as Mr Marsh blew his whistle and the engine replied before drawing slowly away from the station.

There was no going back.
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After snatching a quick cup of tea and currant bun that Taylor bought from the ladies’ refreshment room at Newcastle Station, Taylor and Viola boarded the Sydney-bound express.

‘I think the time’s right. We’ve got the carriage to ourselves, and Newcastle is behind us.’ Taylor stood up and swung her bag down from the luggage rack. ‘It might be a bit of a struggle.’

‘I’ve done it before.’ Viola threw her a wry smile and opened the bag. She took out the fine indigo-coloured wool skirt and pulled it on over her ragged trousers, then sat and removed her hobnail boots, trousers and jacket. She slipped her arms into the sleeves of the crisp white blouse, fastened it with remarkable speed and tied the neat cravat. The matching jacket followed, fitted at the waist and flaring at the hips. Hips Taylor had never noticed before. The tapering sleeves would turn Maisie green with envy.

Once buttoned, Viola sat down, slipped on a pair of matching stockings and pulled the dainty pair of boots from the bag. Last to go was the cloth cap. She screwed it up and stuffed it in the bag, then yanked out the pins from her hair, turned her head upside down and combed it through with her fingers, before securing it in a loose bun on the top of her head, then she stuffed the last remaining bits and pieces into the bag before fastening it. She gave a small pirouette and sat down, ankles neatly crossed and her hands folded in her lap.

Taylor snapped her mouth closed.

‘Will I do?’ Viola asked, wrinkling her nose. ‘I don’t smell the best. I think Mouse’s coat and muffler have tainted everything. I’m sorry.’

‘Don’t apologise. I have no idea how you managed to convince people you were a boy.’

‘Like Maisie said, you can make anyone believe you are anyone if you have the clothes.’

The thought of the odious, bewhiskered lothario Percy Whitfield, one of the residents at the guesthouse in Parramatta, made Taylor wince. ‘Remind me to tell you a story about that.’

‘I’d rather hear the story about Mr Brown. Whatever happened?’

Taylor let out a breath. To explain, she was going to have to admit to her earlier conversation with Mr Brown, and her blithe acknowledgement—no, blatant lie—about the book he’d presumed she was writing. ‘I have a confession to make. Mr Brown jumped to a totally ridiculous assumption, and I didn’t correct him. Because I sometimes write articles for the Mercury and I asked him some questions about blood transfusions, medical ethics and the age of consent, he now thinks I’m writing the new Frankenstein. He took it into his own hands to speak to a friend of his, a Mr Silverleaf of Quill and Ink publishers. He suggested I go down to Sydney and discuss the matter.’ She lifted her hands, hoping to convey her bemusement at the idea. ‘And so here we are.’

‘How absolutely perfect.’ Viola swivelled in her seat and gazed intently at her. ‘You will let me read it, won’t you?’

Good heavens! Had she missed her vocation in life? ‘Let’s see what Mr Silverleaf has to say.’

‘I wonder what yarn Cracker will spin about me coming along.’

‘I don’t think he’ll need to. And if he does, he’ll think of something. He’s nobody’s fool.’

‘I told him my real name. He didn’t say much, just that it suited me, but I think he felt pleased I’d trusted him enough to tell him.’

Viola was such a contradiction—such a wise head on her young shoulders, but also a very endearing streak of naivety.
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The remainder of the trip passed with remarkable speed. Viola filled her in on more of the details of Sebastian’s notes, the treatments Sebastian had endured, and the succession of boys Sinclair had bled in his quest to discover why their blood differed and why some transfusions worked while others caused appalling reactions. By tacit agreement they didn’t discuss Mouse, Sinclair or how they would deal with the situation when they arrived—instead their conversation pivoted to books, Shakespeare’s plays, and the delights of Sydney. It wasn’t until they reached the outskirts of the city that they reluctantly returned to the matter at hand.

‘We’ll take a cab and go directly to the Berkeley Hotel. I’m sure they’ll have a room for us. We can leave the bag. And then . . .’

Viola’s face visibly paled. ‘I have absolutely no idea what I am going to say when I arrive home. I’m supposed to be with my uncle in Brisbane.’

‘You didn’t tell your mother you left the train?’

‘It’s not as bad as it sounds—just a little complicated. It was a spur-of-the-moment decision when I discovered Sebastian’s notes. I sent my uncle a telegram the morning after I arrived, before the train got to Brisbane, saying the trip had been delayed. I signed my mother’s name to it.’ Viola’s cheeks now sported bright red patches.

‘Surely your uncle would have replied?’

Viola shook her head. ‘It was a bit of a gamble, but highly unlikely. Uncle Edwin is Papa’s brother, but Edwin and Mama haven’t spoken since she married Sinclair, except for the condolence letter after Sebastian passed when he invited me to stay with them. Mama and Sinclair thought it was an excellent idea, and to be honest the idea of getting away was quite appealing, although selfish, so when Mama insisted, I agreed. The baby wasn’t due for over a month, two weeks now. I planned to return closer to her time. I didn’t find Sebastian’s notes until I was on the train.’

‘And he mentioned Maitland, so you took it into your head to start there?’

Viola gave a sheepish nod.

Such reckless optimism, the perfect example of Viola’s naivety. That sense of fearlessness, invincibility and impulsiveness. ‘Didn’t you consider the consequences?’

‘Not really.’

‘So . . . how will you explain your return?’

‘I shall say that I sensed Mama’s time was close and wanted to be with her. It’s true. I do want to be there. If nothing else, to ensure my new brother or sister is safe from Sinclair.’

The clatter of the wheels on the railway lines changed tone and the train began to slow. ‘We’re almost there.’

Viola took a pair of leather gloves from her pocket and worked them onto her fingers, then held out Lambs’ Tales. ‘I think it would be better if you look after this. I can’t bear the thought of Sinclair finding it.’

‘Are you sure?’

Viola tilted her chin and straightened her shoulders. ‘Absolutely. Please take care of it.’ She bit her lips together and stared out of the window for a moment or two and then turned back to Taylor. ‘So here we are. Let’s go and sort out your room at the Berkeley, and then I’ll take you to Oswald House.’

Oswald House? Taylor had imagined a neat terrace in one of the smarter streets in Sydney. Oswald House sounded rather more pretentious.
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Correct! Taylor mused as they drew to a halt outside an imposing three-storey sandstone house, complete with a turret and panoramic views of the sparkling waters of Sydney Harbour. She drew in a deep breath, determined not to convey to Viola the sinking feeling in her stomach. Had Viola any idea of the magnitude of the task her brother had set her?

Viola climbed out of the hansom cab, paid the driver and turned to her. ‘Welcome to Oswald House. This is where Sebastian and I were born and grew up. That’s the turret.’ She pointed to the tower-like structure rising from one corner of the house, capped with a conical roof. ‘It used to be our favourite place, when we were growing up. You can see forever, from the bustling quay and Fort Macquarie out towards the Heads. But Sinclair took it over when he moved in. He keeps all his books, microscopes and other paraphernalia there, and, according to Sebastian, there’s a treatment room. I’m not allowed up there.’ She gave a slight shudder and shook her head. ‘Let’s go in.’

Taylor’s feet refused to cooperate, and she stood, rooted to the spot. ‘Viola, I’m not sure I should come in with you.’ Why ever hadn’t she thought this through? ‘How are you going to explain that I’m from Maitland?’

Viola wrinkled her nose. ‘I don’t think it will be a problem. I’ll simply introduce you as a friend and say we travelled down on the train together. Sinclair is unlikely to even notice your presence, and Mama . . .’ she drew in a slow breath ‘... hasn’t left her room since Sebastian’s funeral. I’ll think of something.’

And with that Taylor had to be satisfied.

Viola didn’t knock, but then why would she? The confidence born of privilege; besides, it was her home. She turned the large ring handle, then shouldered the door open.

They stepped into an imposing entrance hall flooded with light from a high glass dome. Through the open door to the right, Taylor could see a drawing room, and further along the entrance hallway, beyond various other closed doors, a wide cedar staircase, which divided at a landing. As Taylor stared up, a figure appeared from the second floor. A florid, flustered-looking woman, hair askew and pinny dangling.

The woman spotted Viola. ‘Oh, thank the heavens. You’re home. What with your mother brought to bed sooner than we anticipated, and Mr Sinclair so busy, we’ve had quite a time of it—but you’ll be pleased to know you have a bouncing baby sister. She took a while to make her appearance.’

Viola made for the stairs. ‘A sister!’ Her shoulders seemed to slump in relief. ‘And Mama?’

‘She’s well. Tired but resting. Asleep, in fact. Might be best not to disturb her.’

Viola made a derogatory noise in her throat and glared at the woman, who ignored her.

‘And who’s this then?’

‘This is Miss Fotherby, Mrs Speedwell. A friend of mine. We travelled down on the train together.’

Nicely done. No mention of where they had boarded and ‘down’ could indicate anywhere on the northern line. Taylor did her best to control her smile.

Viola turned to her. ‘Why don’t you go and sit down, and Mrs Speedwell will send Martha with a tray.’ She gestured to the drawing room, gave a blinding smile, and without another word barged up the stairs, dodged the woman’s outstretched arm and vanished around the corner. More than likely intending to ignore the instruction that her mother shouldn’t be disturbed.

Taylor made her way to the room Viola had indicated. She came to a halt on the threshold, taking in the sumptuous decorations. Every item—from the furniture to the smallest decorative detail—shouted wealth, taste and refinement. She made her way across the large, intricately patterned carpet to the central sash window, which sported heavy fringed and tasselled curtains. The view, framed by the wrought-iron verandah, showcased an immaculate rose garden, and the vast expanse of water beyond.

Taylor turned back to the room again and shivered. Despite the elegant grandeur and the last shafts of light highlighting the bejewelled carpet, the room seemed cold and unfriendly, and made her long for the homeliness of Carrington Street.

‘Here’s your tea, Miss. Where would you like it?’

‘Over here, please, by the window.’ The maid—Martha, if she remembered correctly—placed a silver tray, set for one, on a side table next to a plush armchair. She gave a bit of a bob and scuttled out.

Taylor perched on the edge of the chair and poured herself a cup. Perhaps Viola would be having tea with her mother and meeting her new sister. A sister. A girl. Viola would be thrilled.

As Taylor sipped, she replayed the woman’s words . . . What with your mother brought to bed sooner than we anticipated, and Mr Sinclair so busy, we've had quite a time of it. Where was Viola’s stepfather? Surely he would have found the time to attend to his wife?
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Viola stood inside the darkened room, her muscles quivering. How dare Mrs Speedwell try to prevent her from seeing Mama? She tiptoed closer to the bed and rested her hand on Mama’s forehead. The pleasing coolness, settled breathing and the faint flush on her cheeks lifted Viola’s spirits.

A soft mewling sound caught her attention, and she raised her gaze beyond the bed. A cradle, complete with lace canopy, sat in the corner of the room. Her heart soared. A sister, a girl safe from Sinclair’s clutches. Then Viola noticed that next to the cradle, in the shadows, a large man stood nursing a small bundle. Her pulse began to thunder in her ears.

‘You must be Viola,’ the man said. ‘Come and meet your sister. Your mother is well; she’s resting.’

Viola covered the space between them in three swift strides and moved aside the silk wrap to reveal a tiny face with rosebud lips and a quiff of dark hair. Large blue eyes fluttered open and stared at her.

‘Would you like to hold her?’

She reached out, took the baby from the man’s huge hands and nestled her close, then looked up at him.

The world wavered and darkened. She clutched her sister tight and took two steps back.

Lansdale!

Striving for calm, she turned away and walked to the window. Her sister stirred, making a snuffling noise. Dr Lansdale had called her Viola. And then a relieved breath slipped between her lips. He’d known her as Tuppence, one of the warehouse boys, not Viola, daughter of Oswald House. The last time she’d seen him had been the day of the picnic. What was he doing here? Surely Sinclair had attended Mama’s lying-in.

Her mind spiralled. The fact that he was here meant she had to be right. Lansdale was Sinclair’s student, Harry, the man she’d overheard Sinclair talking with in the turret. The man who had taken Mouse and the other boys.

Her stomach swooped into a freefall. What to do?

‘... a beautiful little girl.’ The words pierced her befuddled mind. ‘Only a week or so early, and under the circumstances very little difficulty, no matter what Mrs Speedwell believes. It’s clear she hasn’t assisted with many births.’ Lansdale gave a deep chuckle, and the baby stirred.

Viola licked her dry lips. ‘Where’s my stepfather?’ Perhaps he was so disappointed that nature had foiled his plan for a son that he’d lost interest. She could but hope.

‘Ah. Mr Sinclair asked me to assist. He had an important meeting to attend, and matters progressed rather quicker than we expected.’

‘And you are?’ She asked the question suddenly. She knew very well who he was, but he hadn’t introduced himself, and if he hadn’t connected Viola with Tuppence then she had no reason to know his name.

‘Lansdale, Harry Lansdale. I studied under your stepfather.’ And there it was, her worst suspicions confirmed.

In the bed, Mama stirred, waving a hand in front of her face.

Lansdale looked over. ‘I’m sure your mother will be pleased to know of your timely return from Brisbane,’ he said.

Good god! Was there anything he didn’t know? Viola walked across the room and placed the baby in the crib, unwilling to leave her new sister in Lansdale’s hands.

‘I’ll leave you alone. A wet nurse has been booked—I’ll go and chase her up; she wasn’t expecting the job to start so soon. We’ve been caught by the baby’s early arrival. It is important your mother regains her strength. Try to encourage her to drink. I’ll ask Mrs Speedwell to send up some tea, maybe a little broth.’ And with an obnoxiously charming smile, Lansdale left the room.

Her stomach lurched. How dare he tell her what to do.

She pushed her concerns aside, stepped close to the bed and leant over. ‘Hello, Mama.’

‘Viola.’ Her eyelashes fluttered. ‘Is that truly you?’

‘It is. I’m home.’ She took Mama’s hand in hers.

‘So quickly. I was going to ask Mrs Speedwell to send Edwin a telegram . . .’ She shook her head. ‘It slipped my mind. The days have merged into a blur.’

A lucky escape. ‘I sensed your time was near.’ Viola cringed at her falsehood.

‘My dear girl.’ Mama clasped her hand tight. ‘Have you met your sister? Isn’t she beautiful?’

‘She is. You must be so happy.’ She squeezed Mama’s hand, the unspoken relief that the baby was female momentarily shared. ‘Do you think you can manage a sip of water?’ She eased Mama higher up the pillows. ‘Dr Lansdale is sending up some tea, but I expect it will take a moment or two.’

Mama sipped the water, and each time Viola moved the glass, she beckoned it back. ‘I am so very thirsty. Dr Lansdale is a wonderful doctor. I couldn’t have managed without him.’

‘I’m sorry I wasn’t here to help.’

‘But you are now. Everything is perfect.’

Viola swallowed the lump in her throat. She had no idea what to do next.

A gentle knock on the door heralded Martha’s arrival. Viola gestured to the table between the two armchairs framing the fireplace, and helped unpack a large tray. A bowl of clear broth, some small, neatly cut fingers of bread and butter, tea, milk, sugar, two boiled eggs, a custard . . .

She licked her lips. She and Taylor had eaten nothing since the currant bun in Newcastle. Hopefully Martha had taken Taylor something substantial. Their plans would have to change. She had no intention of leaving Mama for the Berkeley Hotel, and it simply wouldn’t be appropriate to suggest Taylor might stay.

‘Thank you, Martha. I can manage. Would you please make sure Miss . . .’ She stopped. If Lansdale was in earshot he’d recognise Taylor’s name. ‘Make sure my friend has everything she needs, and tell her I will be down to speak to her as soon as Mama is comfortable.’

As Mama tucked into Cook’s offerings, Viola’s suspicions began to calm. She really did seem well after the birth—Dr Lansdale must be a skilled doctor. Viola found it difficult to equate the mild-mannered, competent doctor with the picture she had built of him as Sinclair’s henchman. But those thoughts would have to wait until she was certain Mama was settled. As if on cue, the baby uttered a plaintive cry, and Mama placed her plate on the nightstand and pushed aside the covers.

‘I’ll get her. You stay there.’

Viola smiled down at the red-faced, squirming bundle, reached into the cradle and picked her up. ‘Have you decided on a name for her?’

With a thoughtful glance, Mama finished her mouthful and smiled. ‘I like Olivia.’

In keeping with tradition, another character from Twelfth Night. Viola bit back a wistful smile.

‘I hope she will become a symbol of peace and reconciliation.’

‘I think it’s the perfect name.’

Although she couldn’t see herself extending an olive branch to Sinclair. Wandering around the room with a wailing Olivia tucked on her shoulder, Viola pondered the prospect. Not now, not ever could she forgive Sinclair and Lansdale, after all Sebastian had suffered, and Mouse, and . . . the image of untold young victims flitted across her vision.

As if summoned by her thoughts, Lansdale’s face appeared around the door. ‘Mrs Sinclair, you are looking very bright. I have brought Mrs O’Connor and her daughter to meet you. Mrs O’Connor is the wet nurse, and her daughter, Alice, has plenty of experience with her younger brothers and sisters and would like to offer her services as nursemaid.’ He ushered a beaming, rosy-faced woman into the room, a young girl trailing in her wake. The woman dipped her knee and crossed the room to Viola.

‘Oh! But she’s a lovely little thing.’ She cupped Olivia’s cheek in her hand. ‘And hungry too, I’ll warrant. May I take her?’

Viola glanced at Mama, who nodded, so she held Olivia away from her body. Mrs O’Connor took the baby in her ample arms. Within moments, Olivia was nuzzling her cambric dress.

‘I’ll sit here and feed her.’ Without further ado, Mrs O’Connor settled into the chair in front of the table. ‘Alice, you introduce yourself.’

There was no mistaking the girl for anyone but her mother’s daughter. She had the same sturdy build, with a fresh-faced, clear complexion, her hair tied back in a neat braid—although unlike her mother she appeared a touch shy, her head bent.

‘My name’s Alice. I’ll be turning fourteen next month. I have six young brothers and sisters.’ She lifted her head as her confidence built, and her face broke into a wide smile. ‘I know what I’m doin’. Mam reckons I’ll be real good for the job.’

Viola warmed to the girl, especially the way in which she’d parroted the first sentences she’d obviously learnt by rote, but then put her own stamp on the remainder of her words. She crossed to the bed. ‘What do you think?’

Mama let out a long sigh. ‘As long as Olivia is happy, then so am I.’

And it appeared Olivia was—not a sound came from the chair other than Mrs O’Connor’s gentle hum and Olivia’s soft rhythmic sucking and swallowing, followed by the occasional soothing coo.

‘Viola.’ Mama sounded so much stronger. ‘Would you show Alice the nursery, and I shall discuss Mrs O’Connor’s arrangements.’

Mrs O’Connor lifted her head. ‘And when you’ve done that, Alice love, ask in the kitchen for some raspberry leaf tea for Mrs Sinclair. Helps with the shrinkage, don’t it, doctor?’

‘Indeed, it does, Mrs O’Connor,’ Lansdale agreed. ‘Now if you’ll excuse me, I have another matter to attend to.’

Once Lansdale left, the sense of calm and order that had descended on the room from the moment Mrs O’Connor stepped over the threshold intensified. Viola felt more than happy to leave Mama—she doubted even Sinclair would be able to pull the wool over Mrs O’Connor’s eyes. ‘Come along, Alice. I’ll show you the nursery and give you a quick tour of the house.’

And she would check in on Taylor. Viola had no idea if she’d still be waiting or if she’d taken herself off. She wouldn’t blame her if she had.

‘There are five bedrooms and the nursery on this floor, and above are the servants’ quarters, but you’ll sleep here.’ She threw open the door to the nursery, unleashing a flurry of memories of Sebastian, nursery teas, rainy days and storybooks.

‘Oh, this is just lovely, Miss. And look at that view. You could dream a lot of dreams lookin’ out there.’

Little did Alice know.

She left the door open and led the way along the hallway, drawing to a halt at the bottom of the steps to the turret. ‘That’s my stepfather’s domain.’ And then the biggest understatement. ‘He doesn’t like to be disturbed.’ Nor would he be interested in a young girl for any of his obscene practices, thank goodness. ‘My bedroom is along here, next to my brother’s.’

‘You have a brother, Miss?’

‘Unfortunately, he passed away.’ Having held baby Olivia in her arms, the pain of his passing had eased a little. Was he looking down? Did he know he had a baby sister?

‘Oh, Miss, I’m sorry. I lost one of my brothers too. Hurts, it does. Hurts a lot.’

It wasn’t a discussion she intended to have, but she liked the girl—she’d make a good nursemaid; she seemed kind, caring and sensible. ‘We’ll go downstairs now. You’ll need to know your way to the kitchen, washroom, and the servants’ quarters. I’ll show you the morning room, dining room and drawing room, too.’ Viola as good as ran down the stairs and threw open the door. Shadows hugged the corners of the room, but there was no sign of Taylor. She huffed out a sigh.

‘Is everything all right, Miss?’

‘Yes, absolutely. I’ll take you along to the kitchen and leave you with Cook and Mrs Speedwell. I have a small matter to attend to.’ Yet another understatement; they were becoming a habit.

Once she’d delivered Alice into Mrs Speedwell’s capable hands, she darted back to the drawing room to make sure she hadn’t been mistaken. There was no sign of anyone, although a half-eaten plate of sandwiches and some cake sat beside an empty teacup on the table. Viola grabbed a piece of cake and wolfed it down.

‘Viola!’ Taylor’s hushed whisper broke the silence.

She whipped around. ‘You’re still here.’ She swallowed her mouthful. ‘I thought you’d left.’

‘I’ve been outside. The dusky light across the water is unbelievable. Your mother is well?’

‘She is, and so is my baby sister—Olivia. But Lansdale is here,’ she hissed. ‘He delivered the baby. I haven’t seen Sinclair.’

Taylor’s face paled. ‘Anything else?’

‘No, nothing. Mama seems totally enamoured with Lansdale. He’s apparently a very competent doctor and seems . . .’ she paused ‘... almost charming. He introduced himself as Harry Lansdale, said he had been Sinclair’s student, so I’m convinced he’s the person I overheard talking to Sinclair in the turret. He’ll recognise you immediately, Taylor. You must leave. I don’t think I’m going to be able to come back with you to the Berkeley. Mama will think it strange.’

‘I’m quite capable of looking after myself—but please, be very careful. Did Lansdale recognise you?’

Viola shook her head. ‘I’m certain he didn’t.’

‘Stay out of his way and don’t do anything foolish.’
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Taylor set off down the driveway towards the street. She had absolutely no idea how she would get back to the Berkeley; her knowledge of Sydney was less than useful, and she would need to find out how to get to the offices of Quill and Ink in the morning. She had visited Sydney with Ma and Pa on a few occasions—that’s how she knew the Berkeley Hotel—but she’d rather gone off Sydney after their disappointing expedition to the old building called Wentworth Court, where the law school held its lectures. Pa had insisted that they should at least ensure there were no plans to open places for women, but they’d left with egg on their face. As recompense, Pa had suggested she should work in the family business as soon as she left school, perfect her Latin and unofficially study her articles of clerkship to prepare for the moment attitudes changed. They still hadn’t.

She marched down the street, her feet hammering out her ongoing frustration. How she wished she had her bicycle; the wind would help blow away the anger and frustration that still plagued her. Two years earlier, Pitt Cobbett had been appointed the first chair of law and dean of the faculty to much fanfare, but nothing had changed. The law was still regarded as a gentleman’s profession, and entry was refused to all women, even if they qualified for admission.

Much to her amazement, Taylor discovered she’d reached the wharves; a group of rollicking stevedores blocked her path. She spun on her heel and ran back up the hill. It was definitely not the best place to walk alone, since the sun had well and truly set. She glanced up the street and noticed the lights of a cab about to turn the corner. She waved her hand furiously. ‘Cabbie!’ she shrieked.

He slowed, glanced over his shoulder, and came to a halt.

‘I’m trying to find the Berkeley Hotel in Bent Street.’

‘Hop up, love. Have you there in no time. Don’t like to see a lady out on her own after dark, not round here.’

She climbed in and sank back into the seat. Did they have maps of Sydney? She needed one. Mr Sladdin, the hotel manager, would know. She’d ask when she got there, and hopefully she’d find the dining room open.

Only a matter of minutes later, the cab drew to a halt. She thanked the driver, paid the fare and collapsed through the hotel doors. It really had been a very long day.

Sladdin darted around the desk, long, thin arms and legs flapping. ‘Miss Fotherby. I was becoming a little concerned about you and your companion.’ He peered around her. ‘You are alone. I do hope there is nothing amiss.’

‘Thank you for your concern, Mr Sladdin. Miss Oswald will be spending the night with family. Is the dining room still open?’

‘Indeed, it is. Or if you prefer I can have something brought to your room.’

She could think of nothing better. ‘That would be delightful. What do you suggest? I really am quite hungry.’

‘Leave it to me. I happen to know there is a delicious side of beef on offer; perhaps a little soup to begin and some gateau to conclude.’ He bowed again and handed her the long-shanked room key.

‘Wonderful.’ She turned on her heel, then paused. ‘I don’t suppose you have a map of Sydney I could study?’

He interlaced his long, skinny fingers. ‘There is one in my office. May I suggest tomorrow morning?’

She nodded in agreement and made for the stairs as her stomach gave a disgustingly embarrassing grumble.

It wasn’t until she collapsed into one of the two conveniently placed chairs in front ofa brightly burning fire that she remembered Viola’s words regarding Lansdale. She padded across the room, opened her suitcase and removed Lambs’ Tales from the inside pocket. She turned it over in her hand. Would she be breaking Viola’s trust if she looked at Sebastian’s notes? She sat down again, the closed book in her lap. She’d decide what she would do while she ate. Mrs Orchard always said brains functioned better on a full stomach.
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Taylor wiped her mouth and leant back in the chair, surveying the empty plates in front of her. When the trolley had arrived, she hadn’t imagined she’d be able to eat the enormous amount of food placed on the neatly laid table under the window. But she had—and enjoyed every morsel. And despite the late hour, she had come to the conclusion that Mrs Orchard was correct.

Looking through Sebastian’s book was quite the right thing to do. Viola had showed her snippets of the cross-hatched writing on the train, even explained the ins and outs of Pig Latin, so it wasn’t as though she was sneaking a peek at anything secret. She didn’t like to walk into situations unprepared. As they said, praemonitus praemunitus—forewarned is forearmed. She needed to understand the full extent of Sebastian’s accusations.

With myriad thoughts chasing each other around like trapped moths, she settled in front of the snug fire, toed off her shoes, stretched out her legs and opened Lambs’ Tales. The frontispiece took her by surprise—not just any copy, but a signed first edition published in London in 1807.

The faint aroma of vanilla and a dusty floral smell rose as she fanned the pages. She read the pompous preface exhorting young boys to select only that which is proper for their sisters’ delicate ears, and explain the parts hardest for a girl to understand. She couldn’t imagine Viola dutifully accepting that role, never mind the fact that she was two years Sebastian’s senior.

Where to start? Twelfth Night, of course. She ran her finger down the index and turned to the first page of the play.

Sebastian and his sister Viola, a young gentleman and lady . . .

As she reached the bottom of the page, she slipped her finger underneath to turn it and discovered an unexpected thickness. The next two pages appeared stuck together, forming a pocket. She upended the book and gave it a sharp shake. A tissue-thin sheet of paper floated out.

Pig Latin, as Viola had told her. Word by careful word, she translated the spider-like scrawl, her breath catching as she absorbed the heart-rending message. Taylor choked back a sob. She had no siblings, had never known that special bond. No wonder the poor, dear girl was so committed to fulfilling her brother’s wishes. She huffed out a sigh, then jumped at the discreet knock at the door.

Before she had a chance to respond, the door swung open. The scent of freshly brewed coffee preceded Sladdin and a trolley.

She closed the book and slipped it down between her hip and the side of the chair.

‘I have taken the liberty of bringing you a nightcap, and I will clear the His glance rested on the empty plates. ‘I see our offering was to your liking.’

‘It was, Mr Sladdin. Thank you.’

He placed a silver pot and small cup on the table in front of her and removed the empty plates and cutlery. ‘Would you like breakfast brought to your room?’

She could enjoy this. Ma and Pa had always insisted they eat in the dining room. ‘Thank you.’

‘Any preferences?’

‘I shall leave that to you, Mr Sladdin. Nothing too much.’

‘At nine o’clock then?’ Without waiting for a reply, he trundled the trolley out through the door and closed it quietly behind him.

Taylor lifted the lid on the pot and inhaled the warm, toasty aroma. She rarely drank coffee, but the smell piqued her tastebuds. Breakfast at nine, a quick glance at the map in Mr Sladdin’s office to refresh her memory, then she’d walk to Mr Silverleaf’s office. After that she’d return to Oswald House. She poured a small cup, sipping it slowly before pulling the book back onto her lap and turning the pages until she found the cross-hatched, Pig Latin writing.
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Saturday, 23 July, 1892

Taylor woke with a start, freezing cold and with absolutely no idea where she was. She leapt out of the chair, the book clattering to the floor, and waited for the room to right itself.

Whatever time was it? She made her way to the window and drew back the heavy brocade curtains. The first pale fingers of dawn lit the sky. She’d slept the entire night in the chair. She eyed the sumptuous bed with its plump pillows, pristine white sheets and satin eiderdown. It seemed such a shame to waste it.

She lay down on top of the bedcovers and closed her eyes. Before long she had to meet with Mr Silverleaf and come up with a proposal for a book she had no intention of writing. Whatever had possessed her? It was going to be a challenge; one she could hopefully pull off.

Images flickered behind her lids. Shelves lined with anatomical specimens and samples . . . bottles of evil elixir, tonics and snake oil . . . blood-stained bandages . . . surgical instruments . . . scalpels, scissors, forceps. And standing over her, a wraith of a man with a large brass syringe in his hand. He reached for her arm . . .

A piercing scream brought her upright and she slapped her hand over her mouth, fought the room back into focus and tethered her overactive imagination.

‘Miss Fotherby? Miss Fotherby, may I be of assistance?’

Oh lord. What appalling timing. The overattentive Sladdin at the door, no less. Was it really nine o’clock already?

‘Just one moment, Mr Sladdin.’ She peered into the mirror, dragged her hair into some semblance of order and smoothed her crumpled skirt. ‘Come.’

And there he was, trolley at the ready, not a syringe in sight, with what smelt distinctly like more of that delicious coffee. He bumbled around, setting the small table and collecting last night’s cup and coffee pot, then cast her a somewhat curious look. ‘After you’ve broken your fast, perhaps you would like to study the map of Sydney in my office.’

‘Thank you.’ She held open the door and ushered him out, swallowing the laugh building in her throat. Whatever must he have thought!
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Viola tiptoed down the hallway to the nursery. She hadn’t heard a peep out of Olivia during the night—but then the sheer bliss of sleeping in her own feather bed and not on a pile of hay had probably helped.

She stuck her head around the door and found Mrs O’Connor comfortably ensconced in the old rocking chair, the delicious sense of calm she’d created last night permeating the room. There was no sign of Alice, however.

Mrs O’Connor beckoned her in. ‘She’s a good little girl.’ She dropped a kiss on the top of Olivia’s head. ‘Alice said she took both her bottles last night without a whimper; gave me the chance to get home and look after my brood.’

Viola had no idea, couldn’t imagine, how the woman could look so clean, cheerful and organised. ‘I hope you have some help at home.’

‘Oh yes. Alice is the eldest, but her younger sister Bridget does a fine job with my little ones. I’ll pop off after Olivia’s had her fill and be back in a few hours. Alice is in the wash house dealing with the napkins—she’ll be back up before I go.’

Which rather felt like a dismissal; all well and good. She needed to talk to Taylor and come up with a plan. As she left the nursery she glanced up at the hall clock—half past nine. Less than twenty-four hours ago they’d still been in Maitland. She tapped her foot and then remembered that Taylor’s appointment with Mr Silverleaf, the publisher, was scheduled for ten-thirty.

Viola made her way along the hallway to Mama’s room. She still hadn’t seen hide nor hair of her stepfather since she arrived.

As if summoned by her thoughts, Sinclair appeared at the foot of the turret steps, cane in hand and a somewhat absent-minded expression on his florid face. He tipped the brim of his hat and continued past her and down the main staircase with no sign of recognition.

Her mouth fell open. While he had never expressed any great interest in her existence after the failed blood transfusion, she rather thought he would remark on her return, at least. She peered over the banisters and followed his path down the stairs and out of the front door.

Shaking her head in bemusement, she stepped towards Mama’s bedroom door and reached to open it, but stopped. Sinclair had just departed, and Lansdale had left last night after he’d checked Mama, satisfied Mrs O’Connor and Alice had everything under control. This was the perfect opportunity—if Sinclair had Mouse anywhere, it would be in the turret.

She lifted her skirts and scooted up the narrow stairs before Mrs Speedwell or any of the other servants spotted her.

By the time she reached the top of the steep circular staircase, her breath was coming in ragged gasps. She paused for a moment, hand on the cold metal ring pull, inhaled and eased the door open.

The walls were lined with dark wooden furniture and the shelves packed with medical books, glass jars, and specimens floating in cloudy yellow-tinged liquid, supervised by Sinclair’s large taxidermied raven, its curled talons embedded in a bleached bone. A huge desk dominated the centre of the room, cluttered with a haphazard collection of equipment and scientific instruments, including a large brass microscope. Front and centre was a macabre trophy—a skull cradled by a polished wooden stand, its creamy surface marked with a tracery of hand-drawn lines.

There was no sign of Mouse in there—which left Sinclair’s treatment room. Forcing down a pang of despair, she cracked open the door. A horrified gasp escaped. The room contained two sturdy, wooden structures—hardly beds, more tables—and strapped to one lay Mouse. Leather restraints were fastened across his wrists, ankles and chest.

She flew to his side and studied his face—bone-white, not a shiver of life. She stepped closer and reached for his forehead. Cold, cold as ice. ‘Oh, Mouse. What has he done?’

His eyelids flickered, and the tip of his tongue damped his cracked lips. A long rubber hose ran from the inside of his elbow, over the edge of the table into a glass demijohn, dark red blood dripping drop by drop into it, Mouse’s blood draining from his body.

Without a second thought, she grabbed one of the towels from a haphazard pile on a nearby shelf, pressed her fingers against his arm and reefed out the syringe, then clamped the towel down and bent his elbow, holding his hand firmly against his upper arm.

He didn’t utter a sound, but his eyes widened and the corner of one twitched.

She had to get him out of the turret before Sinclair or Lansdale returned. But how and where? She couldn’t carry him; he was far too tall. If they fell on the steep, stone stairs, they’d end up a mass of broken bones lying in wait for Sinclair’s attention.

‘I’ll get you out of here. I promise.’ Her fingers fumbled as she tried to unbuckle the leather straps, her mind grasping for solutions.

‘Who are you?’ His voice sounded ragged and dry.

His question stilled her hands. He’d rejected her wild assertion that she was Sebastian’s sister and fled when she’d tried to explain about his scars.

‘I’m Viola Oswald, Sebastian’s sister. And . . . I’m Tuppence . . . remember, at the warehouse?’ she added, hoping to stir his memory.

His forehead creased in a frown, and he nodded.

‘I was searching for you. Sebastian told me to find you, that you knew about Sinclair’s experiments and could help me stop him.’ Her voice hitched and she concentrated on the leather straps. ‘Sebastian didn’t want anyone else to suffer as you and he did.’ She unbuckled the last strap. ‘Will you tell me what you know?’

‘He’s getting boys from the asylum.’ His voice rasped. ‘Swapping their blood. They’re dying.’ His head thrashed from side to side. ‘He’s butchering them, messing with their innards.’ His gaze darted to the door.

Viola lifted her head. The heavy tramp of booted steps reverberated, growing closer. A quick, sharp jolt hit her chest. The straps fell loose, and she wrapped her arms around Mouse’s shoulders and heaved him upright.

A muffled moan escaped his lips, drowned out by the amplification of the approaching steps.

There was nothing she could do. Sinclair would throw open the door and see her, arms around Mouse’s shoulders, his legs dangling from the table. He would know in an instant her intention. Her vision narrowed, focused on the door, waiting for it to swing open. ‘I’m sorry,’ she murmured to Mouse.

‘What in God’s name . . .’ Lansdale stood in the doorway, his huge bulk filling the space. Mouse’s shivers melded with her own.

He covered the space between the door and the treatment table in three long strides and stood towering over them both. ‘Speedwell took you to the asylum, to keep you safe.’ His finger stopped only an inch short of Mouse’s chest. He turned on her. ‘And you?’

Viola’s knees buckled under his ferocious glare.

‘Where is Sinclair?’ He glanced down at the demijohn.

There was little point in lying—any fool could tell what she was attempting to do. She drew in a fortifying breath. ‘Sinclair left this boy here, his blood draining from his body, with no thought to his survival. He has no need to collect any more blood. My brother is dead. My mother’s child is a girl; there is no chance of her bleeding. Girls don’t suffer from haemophilia,’ she ended on a pathetic, pleading note, trying to control her sudden urge to weep.

Lansdale walked around the table. He took Mouse’s arm and pulled back the towel, then gave a grunt and pushed it back over the wound, bending Mouse’s elbow to hold it in place again. Then he heaved the demijohn up onto a shelf littered with a collection of rubber tubing, syringes and the pile of filthy towels. ‘We need to get Bill out of here. Is there a room downstairs we could use?’

Bill! She’d forgotten Lansdale knew Mouse’s real name. His request made no sense, but anything was better than staying here in Sinclair’s lair. ‘My brother’s room would be best. Next door to my own.’

‘Very good. Lead the way.’ He scooped Mouse into his arms, turned sideways to follow her through the door and strode down the stairs as though he carried nothing more than a pile of dirty bedclothes.

Viola scanned the hallway—no sign of Sinclair, no tap-tapping of his cane on the stairs, no sign of Mrs Speedwell either. She threw open the door to Sebastian’s room, pulled back the bedcovers and stepped aside.

Lansdale settled Mouse on the bed and squatted down beside him, his thumb against the blue veins on Mouse’s wrist. He gazed off into the distance for a moment. Viola knew better than to interrupt.

After a few moments he placed Mouse’s arm back down and turned to Viola. ‘Go to the kitchen and ask for some boiled water, salt, some clean cloths, and weak tea or broth.’

Viola hovered for a moment. Did she really want to leave Mouse with Lansdale? He’d snatched him from Maitland and brought him to Sydney—but to the asylum to keep him safe, he’d said. Not here, not to Sinclair.

‘As quick as you can.’ Lansdale’s voice interrupted her thoughts.

She flew across the landing and down the servants’ staircase. If Sinclair returned, he would use the main staircase, and if she came across Mrs Speedwell she had the perfect excuse. How else to get to the kitchen quickly?

Cook didn’t even raise her head from the pot she was stirring on the stove, giving Viola time to catch her breath, but before she could utter a word Alice rushed in. ‘Oh, Miss Viola. Miss Viola, come quick.’ She grabbed at her hand and dragged her into the dark passage that led past the scullery and out to the wash house.

‘Alice, stop, I have—’

‘Ssh! Listen.’ Alice placed her finger on her lips.

A sharp, jarring, high-pitched clang resonated. Then another, the sound filling the small, steamy room.

Viola swivelled slowly on the spot, tracking the sound. Beneath the two concrete laundry tubs, a metal grid ran, a drain to channel the dirty water. She crouched down and waited.

Nothing.

Alice clutched at her hand. ‘There’s something down there, Miss. Something what shouldn’t be.’

She didn’t have time for this, she simply didn’t. Alice had seemed such a sensible girl. ‘I’m sure it’s nothing. Just the wind in the wine cellar. The door must have blown loose. I have to do something for Dr Lansdale. Tell Mrs Speedwell, then finish up here. Your mother’s waiting for you upstairs.’

Alice’s pale face stared at her, then she pivoted and snatched up a basket of clean, neatly folded linen napkins.

‘I need a couple of those.’ Viola reached into the basket and plucked some out. ‘Now off you go.’ She ushered Alice out of the wash house and followed her to the bottom of the servants’ staircase. Once she’d disappeared up into the darkness, Viola returned to the kitchen. ‘Cook, may I please have a tray. Some warm water and salt, some weak tea and maybe some broth.’ She raised an eyebrow and gave a half-hearted smile.

‘Oh, Miss, don’t tell me Mrs Sinclair’s taken a turn for the worse.’

The word ‘no’ dried on Viola’s lips. It was a far better excuse than having to explain Mouse’s predicament. ‘I’m sure Dr Lansdale has everything under control.’

‘He’s a good man.’

Another response dried on her lips. A good man was not how she would have described Lansdale—except that here, in Sydney, he seemed exactly that. She shook the thoughts away. Mouse came first. They had little time to spare. Sinclair would be back before long, and he would go straight to the turret and . . . it didn’t bear thinking about.

‘Here we are, Miss. You happy carrying that up the stairs or shall I call Martha?’

‘I can manage. Thank you.’ She picked up the tray from the table and made for the stairs.

‘It’s easier up the main staircase, Miss. Not nearly as steep.’

‘I’ve done it before. I always took my brother’s meals up this way.’ She offered another smile, hopefully compensating for her snappishness, and left the kitchen. It was true—she’d carried trays far heavier than this one up and down the servants’ staircase for years.

She stopped at the top and shouldered the door ajar. Took a quick peek into the empty hallway and made for Sebastian’s room with a strange sense of déjá vu.

She found Lansdale standing at the window staring out. He turned. ‘I’ve decided the best idea would be for me to take Bill to the asylum. They have a very good hospital there. He’s extremely weak and he’s lost a lot of blood. He needs to be monitored. Hopefully we got to him in time.’

The hospital was the last thing Mouse would want. She placed the tray down beside the bed. ‘I can care for him here.’

Lansdale simply shook his head. ‘Believe me, it’s for the best.’
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Taylor studied the map on the wall of Mr Sladdin’s office and got her bearings.

Quill and Ink was at the top end of George Street, only about ten minutes away, and then she’d walk back, cut through the Botanic Gardens and make her way to Oswald House. She simply couldn’t leave Viola alone with Lansdale, even if it meant he recognised her. Was that such a bad thing? There was no reason why she and Viola Oswald shouldn’t be friends. Yes, that was the answer. If it became necessary, she’d express amazement at seeing Lansdale. Comment on the coincidence and say she and Viola had known each other for years. As long as she made no mention of Tuppence, surely he wouldn’t connect Viola Oswald with Tuppence.

But first, she was going to have to face Mr Silverleaf. The difficulty was that if she admitted her deception it would reflect very badly on Mr Brown, and that was the last thing she wanted to happen. He believed he was doing her a favour. She let out a huff; life was becoming far too complicated.

She strode off down the street.

She could remember reading Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus several years earlier—she’d been horribly fascinated by the macabre tale, and truth be told she had enjoyed Varney the Vampire’s antics, but she had to have something more, something different, and if she was going to put her name to it . . .

Good god, was she actually considering writing this mythical book? She shook her head and sat down on a conveniently situated bench next to Macquarie’s obelisk.

At least Mr Silverleaf had offered to see her—a vast improvement on the hidebound judicial system that refused to give women the time of day. Maybe this was a chance to shine . . .

The noise of the traffic ceased as her thoughts turned to Oswald House, and she realised she had the perfect setting right under her nose. A tragic and sinister tale of a wealthy young man, a mysterious and charismatic figure who lived alone in a vast house overlooking the ocean. Seduced by dark forces and condemned to wander the earth, his immortality a source of despair, torn between his desire for redemption and his need to survive as a vampire. Viola would never forgive her . . . or would she? She gave a bark of ironic laughter, causing a young couple to stare suspiciously at her.

By the time she found Quill and Ink, exactly where she had expected the premises to be, she had her thoughts in order, and the outline of her tale—rather a tall tale, but who knew what would appeal to a publisher. Whether it did or not was immaterial; she would have fulfilled her end of the bargain and could look Mr Brown in the eye.

She pushed open the door of the bow-fronted shop in George Street, ducked her head and walked into the dark little room. A grey-haired woman sat at a desk in a pool of lamp light, fountain pen in hand and a flurried frown creasing her forehead. She lifted her head.

‘Good morning, how may I help you?’ Her voice held the hint of an accent, but Taylor couldn’t place it.

‘Hello. My name is Taylor Fotherby, and I have an appointment with Mr Silverleaf.’

The woman glanced at the clock on the wall. ‘He’s expecting you.’ She pushed out of her chair and came around to the front of the desk. ‘Would you follow me, please?’

They made their way to a small door that opened onto a cavernous, light-filled space, making Taylor gasp in delight.

‘The premises used to belong to Mary Reibey, a shipowner and trader—one of the most successful businesswomen in the colony after she’d served her sentence,’ the woman explained. ‘It makes a delightful, if a little unusual, set of offices, and houses our printing business.’

‘She was transported to the colony?’

‘She was arrested in England for stealing a horse. Going under the name of James Burrow, she was sentenced to seven years.’ The woman tittered. ‘I’d love to have seen their faces when they discovered James Burrow was in fact a fourteen-year-old girl.’

‘How absolutely fascinating.’ Did Viola know about this Mary Reibey? Taylor would have to tell her. ‘How very, very enterprising.’

‘Enterprising?’

‘Ah! I thought I heard voices. Miss Fotherby, please come this way. Thank you, Mother.’ A very tall, angular man with bright eyes and an impish smile gestured to the back of the warehouse.

If nothing else, Mr Brown certainly had some interesting acquaintances.

Mr Silverleaf drew back a chair for her then walked around to the other side of the desk. Taylor sat down and gazed in awe through the large window behind him. The working harbour spread before her. Ships of every description crawled with men loading and unloading cargo onto the wharves.

‘... and so, I am on tenterhooks waiting to hear your ideas.’ Silverleaf had settled into a captain’s chair, hands resting on the timber arms, swivelling slightly from side to side as though in anticipation.

She drew in a deep breath. ‘It’s very kind of you to see me. My idea is very much in the early stages.’ Possibly the biggest overstatement she’d ever uttered.

‘I’m all ears. We are always on the lookout for something . . .’ he raised his hands ‘. difierent. You are not committing yourself in any way.’

That was the best encouragement he could have offered. ‘I’m afraid I don’t have a title as yet.’

‘No matter. The premise is what we are interested in at this stage.’

She swallowed and began. ‘The main character is a wealthy young man, a mysterious and charismatic figure who lives alone in a vast house overlooking the ocean, condemned to wander the earth, his immortality a source of despair as he tries to unlock the mysteries of his affliction.’ Taylor licked her lips and paused. She really hadn’t thought this through.

Silverleaf sat very still, his chin resting on his interlaced fingers, eyes never leaving her face.

Best to get it over with, and then he could show her out and the entire farce would be finished. ‘The young man faces the growing scrutiny of the community as his longevity is called into question.’ Truly pathetic. ‘I haven’t quite decided how the story might finish . . .’ Her words tapered off.

Silverleaf rocked back in the chair, nodding slowly. ‘Have you decided on the other characters?’

She shook her head. ‘Not yet. As I said . . .’

‘Might I suggest a beautiful young woman, a touch of romance and redemption. Something almost mythical. Yes.’ He rubbed his hands together in delight and proceeded to offer a series of more and more outrageous suggestions while her palms grew sticky, and her heart rate built to terrifying proportions.

She ran her index finger around her ever-tightening collar. She had to leave now. It was an insane idea to even come here. She stood up. ‘Thank you very much for your time and suggestions, Mr Silverleaf.’

‘One moment.’ He stood too. ‘I believe you might be onto something, and I would very much like first refusal when you have completed the manuscript—a modern-day vampiresque tale, no less. You know where to find me when you are ready.’

The air whistled out between her lips. ‘Yes, Mr Silverleaf, and thank you again—I appreciate it.’

‘Would you be so kind as to leave your details with Mother?’

‘I am best contacted through Messrs Brown in Maitland. I work there.’

‘It had slipped my mind. Too engrossed in your fascinating story. I mean what I say . . . first refusal.’ He held out his hand.

She took it lightly, smiled and then removed her fingers. ‘Good morning, Mr Silverleaf.’ Trying very hard not to run, she made her way back through the cavernous space to the front office.

Mrs Silverleaf stood at the front door, smiling. ‘We look forward to seeing you again soon, Miss Fotherby.’

Unlikely, highly unlikely. Taylor shot through the door and out into the street. Without doubt it was the most embarrassing situation she’d ever faced. If it went any further, she could be accused of false pretences and required to pay restitution—and that would destroy any possibility of ever studying the law.

She should have known better.
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Taylor peered up the driveway to Oswald House with no recollection of which way she had walked or how she had got there. More than anything else, she wanted to empty her mind of any memory of her appalling performance. Whatever was she going to say to Mr Brown? And how was she going to explain to Viola what she had done? Maybe she’d say Mr Silverleaf wasn’t interested—after all, she had no intention of writing the story, although the setting would be perfect . . .

With that thought in mind, she lifted her face and gazed at the front of the house, where a well-dressed man in a black overcoat stood waiting to be admitted, exuding an air of confidence, authority and, unless she was mistaken, a degree of impatience. Taylor kept walking until she reached the steps to the front door.

The man raised the handle of his furled umbrella and rapped on the door; she suspected that it was not the first time. With a loud sigh, he turned and studied her with deep-set, piercing eyes.

She offered a smile. ‘Good morning.’ Keen to establish a connection, she added, ‘I believe the family is at home.’

‘But the staff have taken the day off?’

Before she had a chance to reply, the door swung open and the woman she’d seen the day before, Mrs Speedwell, glared at them both.

‘Edwin Oswald, here to see Mrs Sinclair.’ He didn’t wait for a response but simply strode across the threshold. Mrs Speedwell made a gulping sound and scuttled out of the way.

Edwin Oswald. The uncle Viola was meant to visit in Brisbane. Viola had referred to him only as Uncle Edwin, but his full name sounded familiar. Taylor’s surroundings faded into insignificance as she repeated his name.

Edwin Oswald! Good heavens! Not Sir Edwin Oswald of the Supreme Court of Queensland?

Clamping her lips tight, she scampered after him; she had no intention of being left behind on the doorstep.

Mrs Speedwell must have presumed they had arrived together, and Taylor found herself also being ushered into the drawing room where she had taken tea the day before.

‘Mr Sinclair is not at home, and Mrs Sinclair is indisposed.’ Mrs Speedwell appeared quite flummoxed, but then she narrowed her eyes. ‘Miss Viola is at home. She’s with her mother.’

‘Would you be kind enough to send her down, please.’ Sir Edwin handed the woman his hat, umbrella and gloves before wandering over to the mantelpiece, pulling out a monocle and peering myopically at a series of photographs in matching silver frames.

Taylor hadn’t even noticed them when she’d been in the room the day before. She itched to stand alongside him and examine the images, but she didn’t think he was aware of her presence. And, she realised with a sudden jolt, how on earth was Viola going to explain away her non-arrival in Brisbane?

After what seemed like an eternity, the door opened.

‘Uncle Edwin, how lovely to see you.’ Viola stepped into the room, a beaming smile on her face, and once again Taylor questioned her own shortsightedness. How had she missed Viola’s poise and elegance? How had the girl managed to maintain her disguise in Maitland? Viola and Tuppence were two completely diflerent people, worlds apart.

‘You have a niece, another niece. And Mama is quite well.’

With a look of relief, Sir Edwin sank down into the nearest chair. ‘That is wonderful news.’

‘Her name is Olivia.’ Viola stared into her uncle’s face and a look of confusion momentarily flickered. ‘Has Mrs Speedwell offered you refreshments? You must be exhausted after the train trip.’ As she spoke, the door swung open and Mrs Speedwell herded Martha into the room, wheeling a trolley with a silver tea service and a three-tiered stand complete with a range of finger sandwiches, delicate cakes and pastries balanced precariously on the top.

‘Thank you, Mrs Speedwell, you must have read my mind.’

Or been standing outside the door eavesdropping. Taylor’s malicious thought made her mouth hitch. Something about the woman made her scalp tingle.

‘That will be all, Mrs Speedwell.’ Viola glared at the door and then she met Taylor’s gaze. A tiny wink flickered. ‘Oh, I do beg your pardon, Uncle Edwin. Have you been introduced to my friend, Miss Taylor Fotherby? I’m so sorry. I’m all at sixes and sevens after the excitement of Olivia’s arrival.’

Sir Edwin stood. ‘We met on the doorstep but no, we haven’t been formally introduced. It’s a pleasure, Miss Fotherby.’

Taylor inclined her head, unsure how she should respond. She had a ludicrous desire to curtsey. The situation, and the company, had rendered her speechless.
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Viola lifted the silver pot and poured a stream of tea into Mama’s favourite bone china cups. She wasn’t sure how much longer she could keep up the charade. Not that she didn’t know what was required of her, but Taylor’s obvious unease only added to her own. What was Uncle Edwin doing here? If he knew of her deception, surely he would be expressing some form of anger—and if he didn’t, it wouldn’t be long before he found out. Mama was bound to say something. ‘Would you prefer milk or lemon, Uncle Edwin?’ she asked as she placed the cup on the side table.

‘Neither, thank you. I was hoping to speak to your mother. A matter has come to my attention, and it must be dealt with immediately. Do you have any idea when Sinclair will return, or for that matter where he is?’

‘I don’t know where he is.’ Viola wasn’t going to make excuses for her stepfather. The longer Sinclair was gone, the more incensed she became at the fact that he’d left Mouse in the turret, alone and bleeding. What would have happened if she hadn’t been there to find him? Although Dr Lansdale had seemed concerned for Mouse’s state, she still couldn’t bring herself to trust him—but surely Mouse couldn’t come to any harm in a hospital. Viola needed to talk to Taylor, tell her what had happened. It was all so very, very difficult.

Uncle Edwin cleared his throat and rubbed his hands together, as though he’d reached a decision. ‘How is Clara? Is she well?’

‘I’m sure she’d love to see you and introduce you to Olivia. Why don’t I go and enquire? Taylor will keep you company while I’m gone.’

Taylor’s eyebrows almost disappeared into her hairline, but there was nothing she could do. ‘I won’t be long,’ Viola trilled as she closed the door behind her. She could hardly prevent Uncle Edwin from seeing Mama, but how she hoped her Brisbane trip wasn’t the topic of conversation.

She ran up the stairs, knocked briefly on the door and walked into the darkened room. ‘Mama, are you awake?’

‘I am. I’d like Olivia brought to me.’ She lifted herself further up the bed. ‘And the curtains opened. I long to see the sky.’

Viola puffed up her pillows and drew back the curtains. ‘You have a visitor. Uncle Edwin is here.’

‘Edwin!’ Mama’s hand flew to her chest. ‘This is unexpected. Did he travel down with you?’

And there was the conversation she didn’t want to have. ‘No.’ No lie in that.

‘Pass me my hand mirror and hairbrush. And I think a clean nightdress and shawl.’

[image: image]

By the time Viola had prepared Mama for her visitor and asked Alice to bring Olivia from the nursery, she was convinced Taylor would never forgive her.

As she opened the drawing-room door, the sound of laughter greeted her. Taylor was glowing, and Uncle Edwin was beaming at her with a look of undisguised admiration.

‘Mama’s ready to receive you, Uncle Edwin. I’m sorry I took so long.’

‘Not at all, not at all. Miss Fotherby and I have been discussing the lack of female representation in the legal world. I very much hope we have an opportunity to continue the conversation. Now if you’d show me to Clara’s room.’ He bent and picked up a small leather satchel.

‘I’m sorry,’ Viola mouthed to Taylor before scampering after Uncle Edwin.

When they reached the top of the stairs, he stopped. ‘I’m afraid the matter I must discuss with your mother may seem badly timed, but I have no option. I’d like you to stay in case she becomes upset.’

Her stomach sank. He was bound to tell Mama that she hadn’t arrived in Brisbane and of the telegram. She cleared her throat, visions of the axe falling . . . ‘Is there something I should know beforehand?’

‘Better you both hear what I have to say at the same time. Lead the way.’

Viola inhaled, steadied her nerves, then knocked quietly on the door before opening it.

Uncle Edwin stepped in before her. ‘Clara, my dear. You look positively radiant.’ He bent over and placed his hand on Olivia’s head. ‘What an absolute poppet. Sinclair must be delighted.’

Mama’s lips pursed. ‘He hasn’t seen her yet. He has had more important matters to attend to.’

‘Perhaps that’s for the best.’ Uncle Edwin drew a chair up beside the bed and placed his leather satchel on his lap.

‘The young doctor attended me—one of Sinclair’s students, very accomplished.’

Uncle Edwin pulled a large white handkerchief from his pocket and mopped his brow, then cleared his throat. ‘My dear, I’m afraid I must speak to you; it’s a matter that must be discussed, it cannot wait. Some information has been brought to my attention, and I felt it imperative that it should be attended to immediately.’

Viola clamped her lips and wiped her sweaty palms down her skirt.

‘Oh, Edwin, you sound very serious. You have your legal voice on.’

He let out a long sigh. ‘It is better to get directly to the point.’ He opened the satchel and withdrew a sheaf of papers. ‘I have received allegations of malpractice, and I’m concerned for the family’s reputation.’

‘Malpractice? I’m so very sorry. Was it a particularly unpleasant case?’

He pursed his lips. ‘Against Sinclair.’

Viola sank down on the corner of the bed. Malpractice. Sinclair. Had Mama known? Had Sebastian written to Edwin before he passed? She opened her mouth to ask, then bit down on her lips. Better let Uncle Edwin have his say.

‘One of Sinclair’s colleagues wrote to me expressing his own and other members of the Medical Board’s concerns regarding Sinclair’s use of increasingly dangerous procedures which are overstepping ethical boundaries.’

Mama’s hand covered her mouth, and her eyes widened, tears welling. ‘Sinclair was committed to Sebastian’s welfare and had a great deal of success.’ She hiccupped back a sob. ‘But for Sinclair we wouldn’t have had Sebastian for as long as we did. Viola, tell your uncle . . .’

Viola jumped at the sound of her name. What was she to do? She couldn’t shatter Mama’s beliefs, not so soon after Olivia’s birth, not ever.

Uncle Edwin cleared his throat. ‘I don’t wish to upset you, but the matter must be dealt with as soon as possible. Are you certain there is nothing that concerns you about Sinclair’s behaviour?’

‘Viola, take Olivia. I will not have her subjected to these horrid accusations about her father.’ Mama held out the baby. ‘Take her back to the nursery.’

It was the last thing Viola wanted to do. She had the distinct impression Uncle Edwin had a lot more to say. She cradled Olivia tightly and ducked out of the door only to find Alice, the darling girl, at the top of the stairs. She thrust Olivia into her arms and slipped back into the bedroom.

Mama sat bolt upright, her face flaming, a torrent of garbled words pouring from her mouth. ‘You took a set against Sinclair the moment you met. These accusations are nothing more than petty scuttlebutt. Sinclair’s treatments prolonged Sebastian’s life. He deserves accolades, not accusations—his methods will benefit hundreds of sufferers. He has informed the Queen herself of his work.’ Mama dropped her head into her hands. ‘Go away, Edwin, and take your foul accusations with you.’

She swiped Uncle Edwin’s sheaf of papers from the bed.

‘Thank you for your time, Clara. I shall take note of your comments.’ Edwin calmly bent and picked up the papers, placed them back in the satchel and stood by the door. ‘Viola, I would like to speak to you before I leave. Goodbye, Clara.’ The door closed quietly behind him.

Mama let out a mournful yowl and covered her face with her hands. ‘He has always hated Sinclair. Your father’s last words were to make me promise I would allow Sinclair to continue treating Sebastian. He believed the man a genius.’ Her hands fell to her lap. ‘Go and make sure Edwin knows the truth.’

Viola stood for a moment beside the bed. Had Mama any idea of what she had just asked her to do?
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The drawing-room door stood ajar. There was no sound of laughter this time. Perhaps Taylor had left; Viola wouldn’t blame her if she had. She entered the room.

Taylor sat at the table in the window, a pad of yellow paper like the ones in the Maitland office in front of her and a fountain pen alongside.

Uncle Edwin stood at the window; he didn’t appear to have heard Viola come into the room, but he must have, for he spoke without turning. ‘Viola, I’ve asked Miss Fotherby to take a record of our conversation. I hope you don’t object.’

Viola’s shoulders dropped. ‘Not at all.’ She sat at the table and offered Taylor a frail smile. Had Uncle Edwin told her what had taken place upstairs? Go and make sure Edwin knows the truth. Mama’s words rang in her ears. There was only one truth she could tell—Mouse and Sebastian’s truth. But there was something she had to do first.

‘Uncle Edwin, I owe you an apology. I lied to you.’ Not the best way to start this conversation, but it had to be cleared up and honesty would perhaps give weight to the story she had to tell. ‘I boarded the train in Sydney intending to travel to Brisbane, but I got off in Maitland, and then sent you a telegram, signed with Mama’s name, saying the trip had been delayed.’

‘I see. It seems we’ve both been somewhat selective with the facts. When I wrote to Clara suggesting you might like to visit, I had an ulterior motive. I wished to remove you from Sinclair’s orbit. But when I received the telegram, I realised I was remembering you as a child and not the young woman you have become. It was far more important that you should be with your mother during her confinement.’ He let out a sigh. ‘Having a secretary is a great advantage, particularly with the more tedious tasks.’ He threw an apologetic smile at Taylor. ‘I must ensure that he checks the origin of telegrams more carefully. He simply read the contents and passed on your message. Lucky for you! Otherwise, we might have sent out a search party. Was there any reason you left the train in Maitland?’ He narrowed his eyes, threw a quick look at Taylor, then pinned Viola with an inquiring gaze.

‘I will explain—and the rest of the story I have to tell, is, I promise, the truth, the whole truth, and Taylor can support me. Would you like to sit down?’

Much to her surprise, Uncle Edwin sat and listened as she recounted her trip from Sydney, Sebastian’s accusations and her search for Mouse. He asked no questions, simply grunted in acknowledgement now and again. Only the scratching of Taylor’s nib as it flew across the paper and the sudden rip when she needed a new page broke Viola’s monologue. When she finally got to the events of that morning, and told Edwin of her discovery of Mouse in Sinclair’s treatment room in the turret, Taylor let out a squeak of surprise.

‘Dr Lansdale has taken Mouse—Bill Boxer—to the hospital at the Randwick Asylum. He felt that would be best.’

Taylor put down her pen. ‘Are you sure that was the right thing to do?’

‘I didn’t have another alternative, and Mouse needs nursing. Apparently he will recover, but he has lost a lot of blood.’

Uncle Edwin pushed to his feet. ‘Are you telling me that Sinclair went out leaving the boy alone, his blood draining from him?’

Viola nodded. ‘I removed the syringe myself. Sinclair didn’t say how long he’d be gone, but then he didn’t acknowledge me when we passed on the stairs either. He certainly hasn’t been back since then.’

‘Have you written that down, Miss Fotherby? It is significant.’ Taylor hastily picked up her pen and made some more notes.

‘In many ways, my dear, I wish I had known you were in Maitland and come looking. It seems we have been walking a similar path.’ He handed her the sheets of paper from the satchel. ‘You might like to have a look at these.’

Viola took the pages and spread them on the table in front of her. The first was a letter from a Mr Dalkeith of Sydney University, warning Edwin of his brother-in-law’s increasingly reckless and dangerous experiments. Viola wrinkled her nose. It was hardly the sort of information she would expect a man of the court to take much notice of-—more likely to be professional jealousy.

‘I too was sceptical.’

Obviously Uncle Edwin had mind-reading abilities; maybe it was a skill he used in the courtroom.

‘Nevertheless, somewhat disturbed, I decided to make some private enquiries,’ he continued. ‘Selfishly, I didn’t want any damage to the family’s reputation. As much as I dislike Sinclair, I knew your father believed him to be the doctor best able to manage Sebastian’s condition—but the weight of the accusations lingered. I was put in touch with one of his past students . . .’ He slid the next page in front of Viola.

She couldn’t control her squeal when she glanced at the signature—H. Lansdale.

‘Viola?’ Taylor leant forward.

‘It’s from Dr Lansdale, confirming that he’d witnessed Sinclair treating boys and young men and that they often appeared emotionally detached, weak and sick afterwards, and on occasion did not survive. Oh, and here’s a report of the conversation I overheard in the turret before I left for Maitland. It was Lansdale in the turret with Sinclair.’ She let out a long, slow breath. ‘This is such a relief. Now I don’t have to worry about him taking Mouse to the hospital at the asylum.’

‘Just one moment.’ Uncle Edwin folded his arms. ‘Are you suggesting that you suspected Lansdale was working with Sinclair?’

Viola glanced at Taylor, and they nodded in unison.

‘Either our ruse has been enormously successful, or I might well end up looking a fool, then. I certainly hope you are wrong. It was suggested that if I could provide written proof of Sinclair’s experiments . . . He is required to maintain a surgery log, a record of the patients he sees, treatments he prescribes, articles he’s written, lectures he’d given or published. But I can’t imagine he would be foolish enough to keep a record of any unethical experiments.’

Viola thought for a moment. Perhaps not foolish, but certainly arrogant enough, particularly if he was intent on making a name for himself. ‘I have a set of notes that Sebastian made of the treatments he and other boys received. And Mouse—Bill, the boy Lansdale has taken to the hospital—also witnessed Sinclair’s experiments. Sebastian recovered quickly when he received Bill’s blood.’ Her voice hitched; but for Sebastian’s initial recovery, they might never have gone to the theatre that night.
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Taylor flexed her fingers. She’d covered at least a dozen pages with the most appalling scribble; if only she had her typewriter.

Sir Edwin stood and glanced at the pile of papers on the table. ‘I suggest that Miss Fotherby and I leave. I’d very much like to discuss the matter with Mr Dalkeith at the university, and let him read the notes we have made today, before we meet with Sinclair tomorrow.’ He turned from the window to face Viola. ‘My dear, would you be comfortable remaining here with your mother? It would be far better if Sinclair suspects nothing out of the ordinary.’

A frown flitted across Viola’s face. ‘Where else would I go? I can’t leave Mama and Olivia.’

Taylor couldn’t keep quiet a moment longer. ‘When Sinclair returns, he will find Mouse missing and know someone has interfered. What if he suspects Viola?’

‘Dr Lansdale removed the poor boy to the hospital because he was unwell, because the . . .’ he gestured to his elbow ‘... what is that thing called?’

‘A syringe,’ Viola said.

‘Correct. Because Sinclair left the boy in such a state, he could be accused of medical negligence, something he will not want made public. Do we have any idea where Lansdale might be found?’

Taylor looked at Viola, who shook her head, then raised her index finger. ‘But perhaps Mrs O’Connor might know. Just a moment.’ Viola slipped out of the room.

‘Sir Edwin, forgive me, but I’m not confident that Viola should be left here alone.’ Taylor stifled a shiver.

‘Hmm. You’re correct, it is a risk. But I would like to maintain the element of surprise when I speak to Sinclair. I rather wish I hadn’t discussed the matter with Clara.’ He rubbed his fingers against his chin. ‘I’m hoping to convince Lansdale to return, under the pretext of something—something to do with Clara’s condition? Perhaps he can ensure Sinclair doesn’t disturb the new mother.’ He flapped his hands around, obviously uncomfortable with the prospect of having to discuss his sister-in-law’s confinement.

Viola’s safety was more important. It didn’t appear that Lansdale had recognised her as the street boy he’d met in Maitland, but what if he had? Taylor still wasn’t totally convinced Lansdale wasn’t Sinclair’s creature.

‘I know exactly what you are thinking.’

Taylor doubted that very strongly.

‘I have absolute faith in Lansdale’s character. He wouldn’t have provided me with the written evidence against Sinclair if he wasn’t of good character, and Dalkeith has vouched for his integrity and high moral standards.’

Before Taylor had the opportunity to respond, Viola reappeared. ‘Lansdale has lodgings just around the corner from the university. In Ross Street, number seven.’

Sir Edwin dusted off his hands then placed the collection of papers in his leather satchel. ‘Taylor and I will find Lansdale and ask him to return here immediately. I suggest you spend the time with your mother until he arrives and if at all possible prevent her from speaking with Sinclair.’

As he made his way to the door, Taylor reached out for Viola’s hand. ‘Sir Edwin is convinced Lansdale is to be trusted but I’m still not certain. Are you sure he hasn’t recognised you as Tuppence?’

‘Why would he? I didn’t speak more than two words to the man. It’ll be all right.’

‘Don’t do anything stupid. Do you hear me?’ Taylor grimaced. Good god, she sounded like her mother.

Viola offered a smile, but it didn’t reach her eyes. ‘See you tomorrow.’
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Despite Sir Edwin’s assurances, Taylor’s insides fluttered as the hansom cab he’d managed to conjure from nowhere bowled along the streets. She should have insisted that she stay with Viola.

‘It won’t take much longer. Hopefully Lansdale will be home. If not, I shall leave a note for him.’

A note was not good enough—not when Viola was alone, not when Sinclair might discover he’d been hoodwinked. She folded her hands in her lap, fingers interlaced, wishing she believed in the power of prayer.

Ross Street was a far cry from the area around Oswald House or the Berkeley. A collection of small terraces clinging to each other for support lined the street. The cab drew to a halt outside number seven—a narrow-fronted building with an unkempt yard enclosed by a dilapidated picket fence.

‘Stay here.’ Sir Edwin bounded down and strode up to the door, looking quite at ease with the drab surroundings. Somehow his competence and assurance calmed her fears.

A pinny-clad woman with a small child glued to her hip opened the door. After some head nodding, the woman returned inside, leaving the door ajar. Minutes passed and finally a very dishevelled-looking Lansdale appeared. An intense conversation ensued, then Sir Edwin tipped his hat and returned to the cab.

‘Very well. Lansdale will go directly to Oswald House. If Sinclair returns and discovers the boy missing, he will explain that he was forced to take him to the hospital because of the amount of blood he had lost, and he will insist that Mrs Sinclair should not be disturbed. Viola will come to no harm, and I am certain Lansdale can handle himself.’

More than likely a reference to Lansdale’s build. ‘He plays rugby for the university and the Maitland team.’

Sir Edwin gave a bark of laughter. ‘Excellent! Viola will be in good hands. Now, my dear, where can I take you?’

‘I’m sure I can find my own way back to the Berkeley. I’d hate to delay you.’

‘You won’t. Mr Sladdin is holding a room for me.’ He turned sideways on the seat. ‘This might seem like an odd question, but have you actually seen these notes that Viola claims Sebastian gave her?’

Taylor inhaled through her nose and sat a little taller. Didn’t he believe Viola? Still somewhat intimidated, she managed to control herself. Perhaps he was simply double checking the evidence? ‘Yes, I have. In fact, the book containing the notes is currently in my possession.’ And that most definitely was not the right thing to say.

‘I would very much like to see it.’

She curbed a smile—he could see it, but would he be able to read it? His education would have left him fluent in classical languages, but what about cross-hatched Pig Latin?

More importantly, though, would she be breaking Viola’s trust? ‘I have it in safekeeping. I am not at liberty to show it to you without Viola’s permission.’ She gave a curt nod to emphasise her determination not to waver. ‘The notes I took of your conversation with Viola cover the contents.’

‘All of the contents?’

Her lips twitched. ‘Most of the contents. The remainder is personal.’ There was no way she was going to hand over Sebastian’s last words to his sister—the heartfelt plea that had brought tears to her eyes.

Saving her from any further explanations or excuses, the cab drew to a halt outside the Berkeley. Sladdin appeared, performing his usual obsequious bows, and ushered them inside. She waited patiently until Sir Edwin’s keys had been arranged and the register signed. Before Sladdin could show Sir Edwin to his room, she interrupted. ‘Mr Sladdin, I wonder if I could use your typewriter.’

His mouth dropped open and his eyes bulged. She imagined he rarely found himself at a loss for words.

‘I noticed it in your office when I was looking at the map of Sydney. I have some handwritten notes I wish to transcribe.’

Sladdin cleared his throat. ‘There is a deal of skill involved, which—’

‘A skill I possess, Mr Sladdin. May I use your office?’

‘I . . . um . . . this is a most unusual request.’ Beads of perspiration flecked his domed brow, and he wiped them away with an impatient flick of his hand.

‘Come now, Sladdin. Miss Fotherby has some important work to do for me. Perhaps you could arrange for the typewriter to be taken to her room. Alternatively, we could enquire at one of the other hotels . . .’ Sir Edwin’s threat dangled in the beeswax-scented air.

Sladdin’s pale complexion flushed claret red. ‘I will have it delivered to her room as soon as I have shown you to yours.’ He thrust Taylor’s key into her hand.
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As Taylor pulled the last sheet of paper from the typewriter, a knock sounded on her door. She tapped the pages into a neat pile and lay them face down on the table. ‘Come.’

Sir Edwin’s head appeared around the door. ‘I have a visitor with me and I will require your note-taking services again. May we come in?’

A visitor? ‘Certainly.’

Sir Edwin entered, followed by a tall, sandy-haired gentleman in his mid-to-late forties with a composed and somewhat serious demeanour.

‘Miss Fotherby, may I present Mr Dalkeith, head lecturer in medicine at Sydney University.’

Taylor’s mind ticked over—the original letter Sir Edwin had received about Sinclair was from one of the lecturers at Sydney University. This must be the man responsible for reporting Sinclair’s activities. Without thinking, she thrust out her hand. ‘My pleasure, Mr Dalkeith.’

Dalkeith’s sharp hazel eyes surveyed her from behind a pair of wire-rimmed spectacles, then he nodded and shook her hand. His acceptance filled her with a sense of optimism. Perhaps one day women would be treated as equals.

‘Sir Edwin has been singing your praises.’ Dalkeith glanced at the pile of paper next to the typewriter.

‘Not only singing your praises. I’m contemplating attempting to lure you to my offices in Brisbane.’

Taylor raised her palm to her cheek in a vain attempt to soothe the warm glow caused by his words.

Sir Edwin gestured to the two chairs in front of the fireplace, then moved the chair from the table at the window into the circle and sat down. ‘Miss Fotherby is appraised of the situation, Dalkeith—you may speak freely.’

Mr Dalkeith steepled his fingers. ‘I now somewhat regret my rather cloak-and-dagger approach to our initial contact. I had no idea Sinclair’s activities had escalated to such a degree. At the time I believed it to be appropriate, but with hindsight . . .’

‘Hindsight is a valuable tool. It offers clarity of understanding. Without your initial approach, my head would have remained in the clouds—thankfully my niece Viola, and Miss Fotherby here, suffered from no such affliction, and with a remarkable degree of courage were able to uncover key evidence and information which has clarified the situation.’

Taylor cleared her throat. She couldn’t just sit and lap up all this praise. She and Viola had made one glaring error, and she had to make that clear. ‘Unfortunately, Viola and I made a mistaken assumption. We presumed Dr Lansdale was involved in Mr Sinclair’s improper . . .’ Her words tapered off. Who was she to play judge, jury and executioner? She didn’t even know what was outside the bounds of ethical practice.

Much to her amazement, Sir Edwin gave a throaty chuckle.

Dalkeith acknowledged it with a smile. ‘We must ensure Lansdale’s remarkable performance is recognised. Harry’s uncle and I were at medical school together in Edinburgh, so I have known Harry for some time, even before he chose to study to become a doctor himself. From the moment Sir Edwin and I decided to follow up on the rumours—for that is all they were at the start—we sought Harry’s help and cooperation, since he had studied under Sinclair and could gain his trust.’

Dalkeith leant forward and removed a piece of paper from the inside pocket of his black frock coat. ‘Harry and I have drawn up a list of members of the university faculty who are concerned with Sinclair’s apparent total disregard for human life. Several of them have even been approached by Sinclair for blood samples, donations if you prefer. There seems to be a pattern—he makes overtures to those with definable skills.’ He unfolded the paper and pushed his spectacles up his nose.

Taylor leant forward in anticipation; she wasn’t quite sure she understood what Dalkeith meant by ‘definable skills’ but she didn’t want to interrupt. Sir Edwin saved her the trouble.

‘What type of skills are we referring to?’

‘Skills that are, to a degree, measurable—an ability to play a musical instrument, competence in another language such as Ancient Greek or Latin, a particular understanding of advanced mathematical principles . . .’ Dalkeith took off his spectacles and cleaned the lenses with a large white handkerchief, then peered at the paper. ‘None of the people approached agreed to give blood, but when word got out, as it always does, I discovered the number far greater than I originally believed, and that several had offered to cooperate.’

Taylor couldn’t stay quiet a moment longer. ‘That’s what Sebastian meant in his notes when he said Sinclair is playing God. I read the words only last night.’

‘Trying to harness human brilliance through the transfusion of blood.’ Sir Edwin shook his head. ‘This has gone far beyond Sinclair’s initial trials and his very worthwhile aim to discover a cure for haemophilia. We must act immediately. We must convince Sinclair that no good can come of his research; it is pure quackery. He stands to have his right to practise medicine revoked by the Medical Board.’

He turned to Dalkeith. ‘Could I ask you to meet me tomorrow at Oswald House, say nine o’clock?’
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Sunday, 24 July, 1892

Viola tidied the breakfast tray, then picked Olivia up from her cradle and placed her gently in Mama’s arms. ‘She’s such a happy little thing. I can count the number of times she’s cried on one hand.’

‘Just like her big sister.’ Mama ran her hand over Olivia’s head, the unspoken words hanging heavy between them. Thankfully she wouldn’t suffer as Sebastian had. ‘Did you hear Sinclair come in last night?’

Viola shook her head. Lansdale most certainly would have known if Sinclair had returned. She’d left him engrossed in Sinclair’s surgery log, cross-referencing the entries against the jottings he’d made while she’d recounted all she could remember of Sebastian’s notes, carefully omitting any reference to Maitland, and thankful that Taylor had Lambs’ Tales at the Berkeley.

He’d listened very attentively, and she’d caught him studying her face with a puzzled expression. She’d been certain that at any moment he would recognise her but, if he had, he’d chosen not to bring up the matter, simply saying he would spend the night in the turret in case Sinclair returned.

It wasn’t unusual for Sinclair to spend the night away from home—at the hospital, an emergency, an interesting case, or simply a night at his club—but she couldn’t get past the fact that he’d left Mouse hooked up. If she hadn’t found him, he would have bled to death. ‘Lansdale is still here. He asked me to let him know when you’re ready to see him—a routine check, he said.’

‘He’s very attentive. I feel marvellous—clear headed, no nausea, chills or sweats, and my breathing is much . . .’ she inhaled ‘... deeper, stronger.’ Mama smiled, her eyes sparkling.

Viola glanced at the bedside table. There was no sign of the little brown bottle and glass that Sinclair used to administer ‘Mama’s medicine’. Sebastian always said the side effects of laudanum were worse than the relief it offered. Once again, he’d been proved correct.

‘I’ll take this tray down. Shall I send Alice up for Olivia?’

‘Olivia is quite happy here with her mama, and I expect Alice is up to her elbows in the wash house. She’s a gem. I intend to keep her on.’ Mama tilted her chin. Her tiny gesture of defiance against Sinclair’s constant control warmed Viola’s heart.
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Viola made her way carefully down the servants’ staircase and shouldered open the door to the kitchen.

‘You can’t leave them ’ere. What am I supposed to do with ’em? And where’s the master?’ Mrs Speedwell was berating her husband. Viola grinned. Their spats were a common occurrence.

‘I’m to collect him from the university. You’ll have to put up with it until then.’ Mr Speedwell stormed past Viola with a muttered, ‘Morning, Miss.’ And slammed the kitchen door behind him.

‘Where would you like this, Mrs Speedwell? In the scullery?’ She didn’t wait for an answer. The woman seemed rooted to the spot, undisguised fury etched on her face.

As she turned the corner into the scullery, Viola’s foot snagged on something and she lurched forward, managing to plonk the tray down just in time, before she dropped it. She turned around. Alice sat on the floor, her knees pulled up and her hands cradling her head.

She crouched down. ‘Alice?’

The girl lifted her head. ‘I can’t stand it, Miss. I can’t stand it no more.’ She rocked backwards and forwards. ‘It’s the noise. It gets inside my ’ead and it just don’t stop. And now pitiful cries.’

‘What noise and cries?’

‘I told you, Miss, yesterday. In the wash house.’

Viola cast her mind back. ‘Did you tell Mrs Speedwell?’

Alice nodded. ‘She said it ain’t none of my business. Mr Speedwell would deal wiv it.’

So much had happened in the last day that Viola had forgotten about Alice’s complaint about the noises. ‘Let’s go and have a listen. I’m sure it’s just the door to the wine cellar banging. It’s always windy at this time of the year.’ She reached out her hand, pulled Alice to her feet and led her out to the wash house. ‘This isn’t like you, Alice.’ The girl seemed so sensible and down to earth, not one prone to delusion.

The sharp, jarring, high-pitched clang resonated, the same as the day before. The metallic echo lingered in the air, hollow and harsh, filling the small, steamy room. Then came a flurry of pitiful, yet indecipherable cries. Whatever was it? Where was it coming from?

Viola swivelled slowly on the spot, tracking the sound. Beneath the two concrete laundry tubs a metal grid ran, the drain to channel the excess water. She crouched down and waited.

The horrible rhythmic clanging came again.

Alice clutched at her shoulder. ‘I told you; there’s something down there, Miss. Something what shouldn’t be.’

Viola clawed her fingers around the grate and tried to lift it. ‘Help me. It’s heavy.’

With a groan, a creak and an unpleasant stinky cloud of dirty soapy water, sour sweat and carbolic, the grate groaned free and clattered aside.

The clanking noise came again, louder, and with it a disturbing yowling sound.

‘What is it, Miss? What’s making that terrible racket?’’

‘I’m sure it’s only the wine-cellar door banging. We’ll go and have a look. There’s a passage next to the servants’ staircase.’

Once they’d traipsed back through the scullery, Viola paused. Mrs Speedwell and Martha were in the kitchen chattering about something. She didn’t want Alice to incur Mrs Speedwell’s wrath—she had, after all, told the girl the noise was none of her business—so she beckoned Alice to follow, and they crept along the dank passage and came to a grinding halt.

Lansdale stood at the bottom of the staircase, his breakfast tray in hand.

‘Viola. Well met! I’ll just deposit this then go and see your mother. Will you come with me?’

She had no idea what to say. Should she tell him about the noise? She narrowed her eyes.

‘I’ll take that.’ Alice as good as snatched the tray from his hands and dumped it on the table. ‘You go to your mother, with the doctor. I’ll just tidy up the wash house and come up for Olivia.’

The noise could only be the wine-cellar door creaking and groaning. She hadn’t been down there for years. It had at one time been Sebastian’s preferred hide-and-seek spot, but that game had been tossed aside in favour of their street-boy excursions. There were thick sandstone walls and rows of wine bottles. Big hinges on the door—she remembered the creak of the heavy door as it swung open. It had to be the door. But what if it wasn’t?

‘Viola?’ Lansdale raised an eyebrow.

‘Can we have a word?’ She drew in a deep breath. Uncle Edwin had insisted Lansdale was his man; surely she could trust him to help. ‘Alice heard strange noises in the wash house, coming up from the grate. Do you think you could have a look?’

‘What sort of a strange noise?’ He frowned and tipped his head to one side.

‘A banging, clanging. A metallic noise—probably just the wine-cellar door blowing in the wind—but there’s also a plaintive yowling sound, as though an animal is trapped.’ Before she could change her mind, Viola lifted her skirts and led the way back to the wash house, where Alice stood peering down into the smelly drain. As if to order, the metallic clang sounded again, three times in quick succession.

‘And the wine cellar is out here?’

‘It runs beneath the kitchen, but there’s an outside access through the coal hole. I’ll show you.’

‘Spend a lot of time down here, do you?’ he asked, the corner of his mouth quirking.

‘Hide and seek.’ She pointed to the two sloped wooden doors set into the wall. ‘Oh, that’s odd. The padlock has gone.’

‘Right.’ He bent down, pulled open the two doors and peered inside, then crouched and, without a word, jumped.

‘He’ll hurt hisself.’ Alice peered over the edge.

‘No, he won’t.’ A disembodied voice drifted up, then retreating footsteps. ‘Anyone here?’ he called.

The noise came again—different this time, louder, clearer. Alice grabbed Viola’s arm. Then there came what sounded remarkably like a string of oaths, and muffled voices. There was a long pause and Lansdale’s glaring face reappeared in the coal hole.

‘I need a lantern and a wrench, a hammer, and some tools—unless you happen to have a set of keys for the manacles down here. Quick as you can.’

The manacles? The metal cuffs were sunk in the walls alongside the appalling timber bunks. Sebastian insisted they’d been used when the first house was built to restrain the convict workers, to make sure they didn’t escape overnight. Papa had converted the underground space into a wine cellar when he’d had the new house constructed on the same site, but he had left the manacles and bunks as they were, said they were a part of the house’s history.

‘Alice, you find a lantern.’ Viola streaked back through the house up the stairs and into Sebastian’s room. She reefed open the lid of the chest under the window and threw out the collection of old toys, timber models, train-set parts, a string puppet . . . and then her hand closed around the small box that had once housed a collection of tin soldiers. She tipped out the contents and there, just as she remembered, was the old, rusted ring with several large metal keys dangling. She thrust them into her pocket.

When she got back to the cellar, Lansdale was out of the hole, his blackened face and hands and wild eyes giving him the look of a medieval pirate, and not a friendly one. She dangled the keys. ‘I think these might work.’

He grunted and grabbed them from her hand before disappearing back underground. She bent down and peered after him. The flicker of the lantern glimmered then disappeared. ‘What did he find, Alice?’ Her voice wavered.

‘Boys, he said.’ Alice clamped her lips tight and shook her head.

But she had to ask the question. ‘Are they alive?’

‘Must be since they were banging and carrying on.’

‘How many?’

Alice lifted a shoulder. ‘I dunno.’

‘I’m going down there.’ She swung her legs over the edge of the coal hole.

‘Get out of the way.’ Lansdale’s barked order sent her scrabbling back as a pair of filthy, skinny hands reached out and clung to the edge of the coal hole.

‘Ready?’ Lansdale’s voice drifted up to them. ‘One, two, three. Hup.’

A great long thin streak of misery catapulted out of the coal hole and landed at their feet. The boy immediately scuttled aside as Lansdale repeated his words and another body landed with a thud.

‘One, two, three. Hup.’

A third appeared. ‘Geez, he’s strong.’ The boy rubbed at his wrists, where red welts scored his skin.

Lansdale’s head popped out of the hole, then his hands, and in a flash the rest of his body landed in a crouched position at her feet. He swivelled around and faced the boys. ‘Why aren’t you at the asylum?’ he snapped at them.

Viola squinted at the trio, trying to peer through the dirt and grime. Recognition wavered. Were they the three youths who’d invited themselves into the warehouse and caused chaos in the high street after Cracker demanded they should leave? The three louts who Lansdale had brought to Sydney on the train.

‘I asked you why you weren’t at the asylum,’ Lansdale growled. ‘Speedwell took you after he picked you up from the train terminal.’ Then his eyes widened, and he shot a look over his shoulder.

‘Nah, he didn’t.’ The tallest of them waved his bleeding wrists under Lansdale’s nose. ‘Brought us ’ere. And chained us up.’

Lansdale slumped back down in a crouch and covered his face. ‘Bloody hell! It hadn’t crossed my mind to consider Speedwell was doing Sinclair’s bidding.’
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Sir Edwin hammered the handle of his umbrella on the roof of the hansom cab. ‘Stop here.’ The gates framing the carriageway to Oswald House stood open, blowing in the July wind. ‘I thought it might be more appropriate to approach on foot. Do you mind the walk?’

‘Not at all.’ In fact, Taylor would relish a walk, preferably along the headland, where she could fill her lungs with fresh air and feel the wind in her hair. Sydney hemmed her in, or maybe it was the situation. She couldn’t imagine how Viola must be feeling—and if the meeting with Sinclair progressed as Sir Edwin thought it might, matters could be very different by the afternoon.

As before, Martha answered the knock on the door.

‘Sir Edwin Oswald and Miss Fotherby to see Mr Sinclair.’

‘Mr Sinclair ain’t here. Mrs Sinclair and Miss Oswald is.’

‘And Dr Lansdale?’

‘Not sure.’

‘Perhaps we could speak with Miss Oswald.’

Without waiting for a response, Sir Edwin marched through into the drawing room and Taylor followed in his wake.

Sir Edwin removed his hat and gloves and rested his umbrella against one of the chairs. ‘No sign of Dalkeith. I hope he’s not delayed.’

More to the point, where was Sinclair? The conversation Sir Edwin and Dalkeith had planned the night before could hardly take place without him. Taylor huffed out a breath and glanced out of the window in time to see Viola fleeing down the driveway, followed by a young girl in a starched white pinny and clodhopping shoes. Mere moments later, a hansom cab trundled up the driveway. Viola approached and, standing on tiptoes, spoke to the driver.

Dalkeith stepped down from the cab, apparently unconcerned by the sight of the two girls and the fact that the moment he alighted, the cab followed the girls around to the back of the house. He strode up to the front door, gave a cursory rap on the open door and entered.

‘In here, Dalkeith.’ Sir Edwin stuck his head around the door. ‘Sinclair doesn’t appear to be home, and my niece seems to be otherwise occupied at the moment.’

‘Needed a cab in a hurry, apparently.’ Dalkeith grinned and sat down in one of the armchairs. ‘Any thoughts on the plans we discussed last night?’

Sir Edwin shook his head. ‘It largely depends on the reaction we receive. Hopefully Lansdale has recovered Sinclair’s treatment log.’

Taylor moved from the window. ‘Good morning, Mr Dalkeith.’

‘Ah, Miss Fotherby, I didn’t see you there. All ready for some note taking? It’s essential we have an accurate and concise record of our conversation.’

She nodded and dragged her gaze from the window. Whatever was Viola up to? At least if Sinclair wasn’t at home she shouldn’t be in any danger. She placed her leather folder on the table and sat where she had the day before. Sir Edwin had impressed upon her the necessity for accuracy in case the record was needed at a later stage. She suspected he meant if it was needed for the Medical Board or in a court of law, if it should come to that. She was quite familiar with the process, but butterflies battled for space in her stomach.

In a flurry of what looked like remarkably dirty skirts and muddy shoes, Viola darted into the room. ‘Hello, Uncle Edwin, Taylor . . .’ Her voice sounded breathless. ‘I’m sorry to keep you waiting. Dr Lansdale needed a cab.’

‘In a hurry, by the look of things.’ Sir Edwin raised his eyebrows. ‘I do hope your mother and sister are well.’

‘Yes, yes they are. Another matter.’ She wiped the palms of her hands down her skirt, leaving two muddy streaks and releasing a rather unpleasant odour that put Taylor in mind of the huge coppers outside the house in Dillons Lane.

‘Sinclair hasn’t returned home at all since I saw him yesterday morning. Mr Speedwell has gone to collect him, apparently. Can I get you some refreshments?’

‘No, thank you. Viola, this is Mr Dalkeith. We have a few matters to discuss with Sinclair . . . urgently,’ he added after a pause.

Viola’s face paled. She managed a small bob in Dalkeith’s direction. ‘I have something for you, Uncle Edwin.’ She pulled open the drawer in a tall glass-fronted bookcase, brought out a leather-bound ledger and placed it on the table beside him. ‘Dr Lansdale said it makes interesting reading and bears out the reports Mr Dalkeith received. He asked me to give it to you when you arrived.’ She handed it to Sir Edwin.

‘Thank you.’ Sir Edwin toyed with the worn leather cover as though he couldn’t wait to open it. ‘Where is Lansdale? He said he would be here.’ A slight note of annoyance tinged his words.

Viola wiped her hands down her filthy skirt and cleared her throat. ‘This morning we discovered three boys chained down in the cellars.’

Taylor covered her mouth, muffling her gasp, then picked up her pen.

Viola gave her a brief nod of approval. ‘They had absconded from the asylum and Dr Lansdale brought them back to Sydney from Maitland. On their arrival, Dr Lansdale discovered my mother required his assistance. He instructed Mr Speedwell to return the boys to the asylum. Mr Speedwell didn’t,’ she finished flatly.

Sir Edwin drew in a deep breath. ‘On Sinclair’s instructions, I presume.’

Viola shrugged. ‘We don’t know but . . . Would you like me to go and see if Mrs Speedwell has any idea what time my stepfather might return?’ Viola turned to the door without waiting for a response and then stopped in her tracks.

A chaotic mix of crunching gravel, scraping wheel rims and clattering harnesses sounded as a buggy skidded to a halt in front of the house.

‘I believe Sinclair has returned.’ Dalkeith raised an eyebrow.

Loud footsteps echoed and then Sinclair appeared in the doorway, cane dangling from one hand and a supercilious look on his florid face. Once again he ignored Viola and turned to Mr Dalkeith.

‘Dalkeith, to what do I owe the pleasure?’ Sinclair tilted his chin and peered down his nose.

‘A few moments of your time. I’d like to discuss your latest research.’

‘Admirable.’ Sinclair raked back his hair. ‘I have some news to impart. Significant progress and commitment to my trials. Follow me.’

It was only when Sinclair stood back to usher Dalkeith through the door that he caught sight of Sir Edwin. He cast him a piercing glance. ‘Viola, see to your uncle.’

The atmosphere crackled.

‘I would like Sir Edwin to be present, and his assistant, Miss Fotherby,’ Dalkeith said in a measured tone.

Sinclair’s nostrils flared as he inhaled loudly. Myriad emotions flickered across his face before he inclined his head sharply as though he’d reached a conclusion. ‘If you prefer. It never hurts to have an accurate record, though I cannot imagine they will be able to make head nor tail of our discussion.’

Taylor caught Viola’s worried frown and gave a small nod of encouragement, then followed the gentlemen out of the room and up the impressive staircase.

By the time they reached the top, Sinclair’s laboured breathing became obvious. ‘My private domain.’ He puffed and gestured to a narrow flight of steep, winding stairs, which she thought must lead to the turret Viola had spoken of. ‘Follow me.’

Taylor couldn’t resist a gasp of appreciation as she stepped over the threshold of the turret room and a sweeping panorama of Sydney Harbour filled her vision. Small wonder Viola and Sebastian treasured the spot.

Apart from the staggering view, though, little else recommended the room. But for the strange odour it could have been a gentleman’s study anywhere, with its dark furniture and crammed bookshelves, though on closer inspection the haphazardly stacked shelves had no sign of order, with books leaning drunkenly and large glass jars full of sinuous floating specimens, all guarded by a particularly terrifying shiny black raven. She swung around, her gaze drawn to a skull on Sinclair’s desk, its surface textured with fine grooves and ridges, sectioned off and marked with a series of lines and numbers.

Bending closer, she studied the brass plate attached to the stand: Peregrine Birchgrove 1882-1892. Not porcelain or ceramic, then—it had once belonged to a ten-year-old boy. A chill ghosted her skin. Good god! A boy who had, until recently, walked and talked, maybe even in this very room. Had he been the victim of one of Sinclair’s experiments?

‘I suggest you sit here, Miss Fotherby.’ Dalkeith’s voice brought her back to the moment. He’d cleared a corner of a small table and pulled up a chair for her. ‘Do you have everything you require?’ She dragged her eyes from Sinclair’s trophy and busied herself retrieving paper and fountain pen, trying to ignore the increasingly tense atmosphere that cloaked the room.

Sinclair lowered himself into a large swivel chair behind his desk, and interlaced his hands over his waistcoat, a waistcoat that wasn’t buttoned correctly and on closer inspection was stained by a large dribble of some food stuff, gravy possibly. Dalkeith and Sir Edwin placed chairs opposite Sinclair, who didn’t appear the slightest bit uncomfortable, more proud and confident. He must have completely forgotten that he had left Bill in the treatment room, or simply be so arrogant that he didn’t care what anyone thought. Had he absolutely no idea he was about to be accused of malpractice and his career lay in the balance?

‘First of all, may I offer my condolences on the loss of your stepson.’ Dalkeith inclined his head.

Sinclair gave a nonchalant shrug. ‘As I’m sure you’re aware, the average lifespan of a haemophiliac is thirteen years. Due to my advanced treatment techniques he survived to fourteen, almost fifteen.’

Dalkeith steepled his fingers. ‘Would you be prepared to share your findings?’

‘The cure lies in blood transfusions. I was able to prolong his life by administering blood that contained the elements his lacked.’

The tension in the room was almost palpable when Sir Edwin leant forward and made direct eye contact with Sinclair. ‘Were these blood transfusions always successful?’

Taylor swallowed the word no that threatened to jump out of her mouth. Viola’s account of Sebastian’s reaction when Sinclair had given her blood to her brother still turned her stomach.

‘Not on all occasions. It is a question of finding compatible blood—unfortunately the source of that compatibility is proving elusive. I have ascertained that female to male transfusion is generally unsuccessful,’ Sinclair answered with a determined nod, then he frowned. ‘What is this all about?’

Dalkeith brought out a sheet of paper, which he unfolded and placed on the desk. ‘I have a deposition signed by your peers expressing concern over your current research, making claims of unethical practices, a disregard for human life.’

Sinclair’s chair scraped across the floor, and he lumbered to his feet. Taylor flinched and her nib slipped across the paper, leaving a large ink blot, but Dalkeith and Sir Edwin remained seated, apparently unmoved by Sinclair’s agitation.

‘What unethical practices?’ A large trickle of sweat worked its way down Sinclair’s nose and dangled precariously before falling to the blotter on the desk.

‘Accusations of experimentation on live subjects, young boys below the age of consent . . .’

‘Unsubstantiated,’ Sinclair stormed.

Taylor cleared her throat. She knew nothing of Peregrine Birchgrove, but Sinclair’s trophy proved he had been below the age of consent when he died. She cleared her throat again and pinned Dalkeith with a determined glare. When their gazes met, she nodded to the corner of the desk.

Dalkeith’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he read the brass plate, then he swallowed and continued reading from the paper in his hand. ‘Speculative claims of the merits of your treatment and the subsequent survival rate, unauthorised autopsies . . . I have a deposition signed by your colleagues.’

‘No treatment is ever unsuccessful. Every action, every procedure expands my understanding.’

‘Can you summarise your research and findings for us, please?’ Dalkeith waited and waited, while Sinclair’s expression changed from pursed lips to rolled eyes and puffed cheeks, then he gave another of his long, drawn-out sighs.

‘I am not required to reveal my research until I have collated my results. I have a full record in my log. Sebastian’s demise was caused by a most unfortunate bleed on the brain due to his irresponsible risk-taking, not my treatment.’ He shuffled through the papers on his desk and pulled open several drawers, becoming increasingly agitated.

‘Is this what you are looking for?’ Sir Edwin raised the ledger from his lap.

Sinclair’s eyes bulged and his face reddened as he lurched across the desk in an attempt to snatch it from Sir Edwin’s hands. His palms slammed down just in time to prevent him from falling face first onto Peregrine’s skull. ‘You have no right . . .’ he sputtered, spittle flying.

‘I have not perused your ledger,’ Sir Edwin said. ‘But we would be very interested to discuss your hypothesis, predictions and proposed explanations. If you are prepared to share your findings.’

Sinclair leant back into his chair, a tedious, even bored expression on his face. ‘I have recently made some significant breakthroughs . . .’

He pulled the skull towards him.

Taylor couldn’t help but stare as his long bloodless fingers cradled the polished dome and caressed the markings interlacing the surface. A horrible shiver ran across her skin. What had poor Peregrine suffered? The dome of his skull shone in the morning light slicing through the window.

‘But for the benefit of the uninitiated amongst us

Taylor’s face flushed at the patronising tone lacing Sinclair’s voice and she scrabbled around searching for her pen. She had to stop her mind from wandering; otherwise she wouldn’t be able to present Sir Edwin with an accurate record of the conversation as he’d requested.

A condescending smirk flickered across Sinclair’s face; he had read her thoughts, of that she was certain. ‘The science of phrenology has long been practised. Personality, intelligence and behaviour can all be determined by the shape and size of different regions of the skull.’ His index finger traced the inked lines dissecting the skull. ‘Specific areas correspond to traits. These can be “read” by a skilled practitioner like myself, and with the use of callipers, accurate measurements taken before and after treatment.’

‘Treatment?’ Dalkeith questioned politely.

‘Blood transfusion.’

Sir Edwin had hardly moved an inch. His hands still rested on the ledger and his eyes remained fixed on Sinclair’s face. Dalkeith, however, was leaning further and further forward in his seat, Sinclair’s words reeling him in.

‘I have made significant discoveries by incorporating my experience of blood transfusions with the principles of phrenology. It is not only mental traits that are dictated by brain structure; conditions such as haemophilia are also evident in the formation of the skull—individuals have specific cranial patterns due to the hereditary nature of the disease. I have ascertained that it is possible to transmit personality traits and mental abilities. The progress and results can be verified by changes in the skull of the recipient as their newly acquired skill evolves. In the case of this boy,’ he caressed the skull again, ‘musical skills, the ability to play the piano, a talent he had never possessed.’

Taylor couldn’t concentrate on her note taking, nor could she drag her gaze away from this man who appeared to have not a bone of compassion in his body. Sinclair inclined his head, smugly acknowledging what he no doubt believed was her admiration, then slammed his hands down triumphantly on the desk.

The sudden noise jerked Sir Edwin and Dalkeith from their almost catatonic state.

‘I have done nothing unethical. One day mankind will thank me for my contribution to the betterment of humankind. Many of my peers, and yours . . .’ he shot Dalkeith a murderous look from under his brows ‘... understand and appreciate the scope of my research. Not only will we be able to cure conditions such as haemophilia through the simple transfusion of blood, but much, much more. Intelligence can be passed from person to person.’ He scrabbled through the papers on his desk and produced an annotated drawing of a skull, marked very much as the phenology head. ‘This area here . . .’ he stared directly at Sir Edwin ‘... will be enlarged in those with a legal bent.’

Sir Edwin’s hand snaked up above his ear, the corresponding position to the one Sinclair was indicating on his chart.

‘If you would permit me to harvest some of your blood and give it to one of my subjects . . . unless of course your assistant would like to offer herself?’ The corner of Sinclair’s lip curled slightly, and his eyes grew cunning as they fixed on Taylor’s face.

Taylor dropped her gaze to her notes, willing away the sudden surge of heat suffusing her body.

‘She would find that over time she would develop the ability to comprehend the law and all its intricacies.’ He rubbed his hands together. ‘An admirable hypothesis since the fairer sex does not have a predisposition towards legal matters. Although sadly such a hypothesis could never work because transfusions between the sexes have thus far not proved practicable.’

Taylor dropped her pen, both hands clamped to her arms as the image of Viola’s scars filled her vision.

‘Sinclair!’ Dalkeith’s icy voice brought her back to the present.

‘Or perhaps you would like to see your own genius perpetuated, Dalkeith?’ Sinclair enquired in a mild tone.

Dalkeith didn’t deign to respond but a look of undisguised disgust etched his face.

‘I am on the brink of perfecting my technique.’

Taylor glanced up as Sinclair’s voice changed tone yet again, becoming more deliberate and measured.

‘By harvesting and transfusing the blood of geniuses to lesser mortals, I can create an elite race whose brilliance will live on. Immortality through blood . . . I am a pioneer.’ He swiped his hands across the desktop, sending the array of specimen bottles, books and paperwork flying, then thumped his fist down so hard that the vibration travelled through the floor to the soles of Taylor’s feet. ‘My genius will live on. One of the wastrels who received a transfusion of my own blood has survived; and he is showing signs of the ability to comprehend matters far beyond his original limited reasoning. Further transfusions will no doubt validate my thesis. It is simply a question of accessing suitable specimens—fit, strong and healthy, not the lily-livered, cold-blooded foundlings I am forced to contend with.’

The air seemed to tremble, turning the humid atmosphere into a cloud of pure insanity and outrage. Every word Sinclair spoke bore out Viola and Sebastian’s claims, and the expressions of disbelief and horror on Sir Edwin and Dalkeith’s faces mirrored the sense of unease weighing Taylor down.

After what seemed like an eternity, Dalkeith rose. ‘Sinclair, I regret to inform you I have no other recourse but to bring this matter before the Medical Board.’

‘And make no mistake,’ Sir Edwin added, ‘we will see that your actions are fully examined and accounted for.’

‘Account for my actions? To a room of doddering old men who haven’t had an original thought in thirty years?’ Sinclair gave a derogatory scoff. ‘You presume to stand in judgement over me?’

He drew in a shuddering breath and continued his tirade. ‘Narrow-minded, ignorant fools! You cling to your precious traditions like frightened children, too cowardly to take the necessary steps. Medicine is not advanced by timid fools—it demands vision, boldness. And yet you stifle discovery, strangle innovation, all in the name of your comfortable little rules.

‘You would see me disgraced for daring to challenge the limits of science? Drag me before the board like some common quack, while real advances slip through your fingers? History will vindicate me!’ Sinclair made a fist and thumped his chest. ‘Long after your names are forgotten, my work will stand as a triumph of intellect over cowardice.

‘Bring your accusations! But know this—you are not my peers. You are not my equals. And I will not grovel before the Medical Board like a guilty schoolboy.’

Sinclair’s posture stiffened, and his eye contact faltered as he wiped the sweat from his brow and massaged his temples, muttering incoherently.

And then, like a felled tree, he collapsed with a wheezing exhalation, the colour of his face deepening to the blueish purple of crushed grapes.

Dalkeith was beside him in a moment. The back of his slender, pale hand rested against Sinclair’s neck then fumbled to loosen his stained cravat. ‘I believe he has suffered an apoplexy,’ he told them. ‘We need to get him to hospital—Callan Park would be my suggestion, so he can be . . . assessed. Miss Fotherby, fetch Lansdale. Quick as you can.’

Taylor threw herself across the room, flung open the door and scuttled down the steep stairs, and then stopped. Where would she find Lansdale? Or Viola, for that matter. Throwing caution to the wind, she screamed, ‘Help!’

The door across the landing opened. Viola’s head appeared. ‘Taylor, what’s happened?’

‘Dalkeith needs Lansdale now, right now, in the turret. Where is he?’

Lansdale’s rather sheepish face appeared over Viola’s shoulder. ‘Miss Fotherby, what an unexpected pleasure.’

She stepped aside and gestured to the stairs. He took them at a run.
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Viola stared in horror at Taylor’s ravaged face. ‘What ever happened?’ ‘Dalkeith was questioning Sinclair about his research. Dalkeith has a deposition signed by other doctors. Sinclair denied he was doing anything wrong, suggested giving me Sir Edwin’s blood so I could understand the law . . .’ She shuddered. ‘Then suddenly . . . he erupted. Shouting, abusing everyone, and then he just . . . just collapsed.’

‘Is he dead?’ Viola slapped her hand over her mouth. As much as she had, on numerous occasions, believed it might be the best outcome, she had never voiced her thoughts aloud.

‘I don’t think so. I don’t know. Dalkeith loosened his cravat and told me to fetch Lansdale. I didn’t expect him to be so close at hand. What were the two of you doing?’

Heat raced to Viola’s face. ‘We were comparing Sinclair’s log, which Lansdale read last night, with Sebastian’s claims.’ She pushed her hair back from her face. ‘And when you went up to the turret, we were eavesdropping. We heard most of it, but when the thumps came we bolted down the stairs and hid in Sebastian’s room.’

‘Then you missed the significant part. Dalkeith believes Sinclair has suffered an apoplexy. He wants to take him to hospital. Somewhere called Callan Park.’

Viola’s legs went from under her, and she thumped down on the bottom step. ‘It’s a lunatic asylum.’

The sound of voices increased, then footsteps, and Lansdale appeared. He had Sinclair in his arms, his head lolling, face suffused with blood and a dribble of saliva dangling from the corner of his mouth. When Lansdale reached the landing, he stopped, hitched his burden into a more comfortable position, and sent Viola such an apologetic look that her stomach turned.

‘Viola!’

She snapped to attention and stared past Lansdale and his horrifying burden to the turret doorway, where Uncle Edwin stood shoulder to shoulder with Dalkeith. ‘Go and find Speedwell—tell him to bring the buggy to the front door.’

She lifted her gaze to Lansdale, and he gave a brief shrug. The last time they’d seen Speedwell, he’d been sitting at the kitchen table, his mouth wrapped around a brandy bottle. Which was understandable after the tongue-lashing Lansdale had given him about Mouse and the three youths in the cellar. There wasn’t time to explain the situation to Uncle Edwin now. She lifted her skirts and scooted down the stairs.

As she suspected, Speedwell was in no fit state to drive the buggy anywhere. His head rested on his arms and loud snoring noises filled the kitchen. There was only one thing for it.
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The horse stood, still harnessed, stamping his feet and fidgeting. Speedwell must have left the buggy in the courtyard after he’d brought Sinclair home. It had been an age since she’d driven it—before Papa died—but she’d managed the wagon when they’d gone out to Walka for the picnic.

There was no time to waste. She settled into the seat, picked up the reins and walked the horse around to the front of the house.

Uncle Edwin, Dalkeith and Lansdale, still cradling Sinclair, stood waiting. She drew the buggy to a halt. ‘Mr Speedwell isn’t feeling the best.’

Lansdale’s eyebrow cocked, then he shifted Sinclair in his arms and walked towards the buggy. He somehow managed, with Uncle Edwin’s help, to arrange Sinclair on the seat, tucked a blanket around him and squeezed into the corner beside him, holding him steady.

Dalkeith climbed up next to Viola. ‘Can you manage or would you rather I . . .?’

Surely he didn’t think her a wilting wallflower. ‘I can manage quite well, Mr Dalkeith.’ She tightened the reins.

‘Jolly good. No room for anyone else, I’m afraid. Edwin, can you and Miss Fotherby go over the notes she made and have a quick look in Sinclair’s desk, see if there’s anything else we should know about? Oh! And his treatment log is up there. No doubt it will be required at a later date. Ready, Lansdale?’

‘Ready. The laudanum has taken effect so he shouldn’t suffer any discomfort.’

Viola clicked her tongue and the buggy lurched forward. ‘How long will it take? I don’t think I know exactly where Callan Park is.’

‘A bit of a trek, I’m afraid,’ Dalkeith said. ‘The other side of town, about five miles. We’ll have to cross the Pyrmont and Glebe Island bridges. Don’t worry about your stepfather. He’s not suffering, not after the dose Lansdale gave him.’

She shouldn’t ask, but Taylor’s brief explanation hadn’t been enough. ‘What happened?’

‘Long story short, I believe he has suffered an apoplexy—a loss of brain function. Most likely a ruptured blood vessel, bleeding on the brain.’

Viola kept her eyes on the road. Sebastian had suffered similar, and he’d died an agonising death. ‘Will Sinclair recover?’

‘Possibly, but probably not fully. I suspect he’ll have a permanent weakness on one side of his body.’ And then Dalkeith turned in the seat and studied her face. ‘That is not my reason for taking him to Callan Park.’

She didn’t look at him, couldn’t. ‘I know. It’s a lunatic asylum.’ She gave an involuntary shudder.

‘It is, but conditions are very different compared to the older institutions. Dr Manning, the head psychiatrist, is well respected and influential. He advocates a much more humane treatment, in stark contrast to earlier approaches.’

‘How long will Sinclair be there?’

‘I suggest that your mother takes Dr Manning’s advice after Sinclair has undergone initial treatment and assessment.’ Dalkeith stared ahead. Not wanting to meet her gaze, of that she was certain.

‘What was it that alerted you to Sinclair’s . . .’ She stopped, unable to think of a word to use to describe her stepfather’s obsession. ‘He’s changed since he and Mama married, but it’s difficult when you see someone every day to notice how much.’

‘I was totally unaware of his new direction until some of my colleagues expressed concern. I applauded his search for a cure for haemophilia—the ability to think beyond the parameters society sets is to be lauded. But, foolishly, I didn’t take his more recent research seriously, not until several others expressed their concern.’

‘You agree with Sebastian then?’

‘Your brother? I haven’t had the opportunity to study his notes yet. What did he say?’

‘That there was no cure for haemophilia and Sinclair had an obsessive desire for power and glory. His reason for wanting to find a cure wasn’t to help people—he thought he’d receive recognition from Queen Victoria. Sebastian didn’t want anyone else to suffer. He wanted Sinclair to stop experimenting on other boys. He asked me to find Bill Boxer, the boy whose blood had helped him, because they’d spent time together and Bill knew about the boys Sinclair had taken from the asylum. Some of them never recovered.’ She hiccupped back the sob threatening to rise. ‘He performed autopsies . . .’ Words failed her.

Dalkeith reached out for her hand and squeezed it gently. ‘You poor dear child. What you and your brother have suffered . . .’ His eyes filled with an icy determination. ‘He will answer for his actions.’ They continued their way across the city, then Dalkeith turned to face her again. ‘More than that, it’s Sinclair’s belief that genius can be transferred through blood that condemns him. It is beyond reason.’

It wasn’t until Lansdale’s deep voice broke the silence that Viola remembered his presence. ‘I had such respect for Sinclair, while I was studying under him—his fierce intelligence and his dedication. I believe it wasn’t until he realised that he’d made no great strides in treating Sebastian that his search for recognition became desperate and his behaviour unethical.’

Dalkeith made a derogatory sound in his throat. ‘Phrenology is nothing more than a pseudo-science. It was discredited over fifty years ago. Your brother was correct, Viola. Sinclair’s desire for power and glory outstripped any altruistic endeavours.’
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When they finally drew up at the grand entrance to Callan Park, a gatekeeper halted their progress. Dalkeith climbed down and exchanged a few words with the uniformed man, and they were permitted entry to a tree-lined drive surrounded by landscaped gardens with lush lawns and pathways.

Viola let out a sigh and her shoulders relaxed. ‘It’s not what I expected.’

Dalkeith patted her gloved hand. ‘The aim is to create a tranquil and therapeutic environment to encourage recovery. Dr Manning is achieving some remarkable results.’ He indicated a large, sprawling sandstone building, its ornate windows and towers mellow in the early-afternoon light. ‘Pull up over there. You and Lansdale can leave as soon as the orderlies collect Sinclair. I shall accompany him, speak with Manning. I’m afraid the onerous task of informing your mother will fall to you, but Edwin will be there to assist.’

As they drew to a halt, a man appeared, pushing a wheeled chair. Dalkeith left the buggy, and with Lansdale’s help the orderlies placed Sinclair in the chair and took him inside.

Viola sat alone in the buggy, unable to stop the tears streaming down her face. She rummaged in her pockets, searching for a handkerchief, but came up wanting.

‘Here.’

She blinked through her tears and Lansdale’s face swam into focus; his hand outstretched, offering a large, folded handkerchief. ‘It’s for the best.’ He stepped up onto the buggy beside her. ‘Would you like me to drive?’

She scrubbed at her face and nodded. ‘Yes, please. I’m not quite sure why I’m so upset, but Sebastian wouldn’t have wanted Sinclair incarcerated in a lunatic asylum.’

‘How do you know?’

‘Because of what he wrote. He didn’t want anyone else to suffer. He’d accepted long ago that his life would be short, that there was no cure for haemophilia.’

‘What he didn’t know was the new direction Sinclair’s research had taken. But for your efforts in finding Bill, nothing would be confirmed.’

The sound of the horses’ hooves faded, and there was only the wide-open green lawns and this man sitting beside her. Who knew, knew who she was—that she had been in Maitland—and had said nothing. Nothing! She whipped around to face him. ‘You’ve known all along about Maitland.’

‘Not all along.’

‘But when then?’ Her cheeks burned with embarrassment. How could she have been so foolish? She had an overwhelming desire to bury her face and hide.

‘Bill told me he’d met Sebastian’s brother when I asked him to come back to Sydney with me. And I knew Sebastian didn’t have a brother.’

‘Wait . . . you asked him to go to Sydney with you?’

‘Well, you didn’t think I kidnapped him, did you?’

She grimaced, unable to wrap her mind around her thoughts, never mind articulate them.

‘You did?’ He let out a great guffaw of laughter.

If her cheeks had burned before, her entire body was now afire.

He glanced at her and his face became serious, though there remained a twinkle in his eye. ‘I’m sorry, that was thoughtless. I didn’t see through your disguise in Maitland. You made a wonderful Tuppence. I would never have guessed the street boy and Viola Oswald were one and the same if Bill hadn’t told me.’

Viola gave him a small smile, slightly mollified.

‘I’m sorry to have stolen Bill away without telling you, making you think I might have been working for Sinclair. I knew Sir Edwin was on his way to meet with Dalkeith, and I needed to get Bill to Sydney quickly so he could give evidence to them in building their case against Sinclair. I thought I’d be able to go back to Maitland and find you there, to explain.’


Epilogue

Sunday, 31 July, 1892

Maitland, NSW

Before the train had wheezed to a halt, Lansdale was on his feet, pulling down the collection of bags from the luggage rack.

Viola planted a gentle kiss on her sister’s plump cheek and handed her to Mama. ‘I’ll miss you both so very much.’

‘Edwin will take care of us. And if you change your mind, we are only a train trip away—providing you don’t take it into your head to leap off at some unknown destination.’

Mama’s loving smile lifted Viola’s spirits. Sebastian would never be forgotten, but the shadow of Sinclair still hung over Oswald House. Uncle Edwin’s suggestion that Mama should return with him to Brisbane had filled Viola with relief. He’d taken her aside and reported Dr Manning’s recommendation that, bearing in mind Sinclair’s situation, he believed it would be safer for him to see out the remainder of his life at Callan Park rather than face the Medical Board, and that his medical log should be kept under lock and key so no one else might be inspired to continue his unethical experiments. It was only then that Mama had admitted her concerns about Sinclair’s behavioural changes, and how her grief at Sebastian’s passing and her fear for her unborn child had kept her silent.

‘Good grief!’ Lansdale’s deep baritone filled the first-class carriage. ‘We seem to have a reception committee.’ He pulled down the window. ‘More a delegation than a committee. It looks like most of the town is out to welcome us home.’

With a hiss and a sigh, the train shuddered to a halt and Lansdale threw open the door. A great cheer rose, threatening to raise the roof, as he stepped onto the platform and gave a bemused wave, before taking the suitcases from Uncle Edwin.

‘Goodbye, Mrs Sinclair. It’s been a pleasure . . .’ Taylor’s words tapered off.

‘Perhaps not a pleasure, but I would like to thank you for your assistance, and most importantly for taking care of my daughter.’ Mama grasped Taylor’s hand and squeezed it.

‘And if you change your mind . . .’ Uncle Edwin grinned amiably. ‘There’s a position for you in Brisbane. Are you certain I can’t lure you away from Messrs Brown?’

Taylor had remained steadfast, refusing every one of his offers of a position in his offices. Something Viola was extremely relieved about, as the thought of Maitland without Taylor filled her with trepidation.

‘Thank you, Sir Edwin, but I have commitments in Maitland. However, once those are fulfilled, perhaps . . .’

Viola reached for her uncle’s hand. ‘I’ll bring Taylor with me when I visit. But first, we have a school to set up.’ She and Taylor had discussed it—the boys under fourteen would attend lessons three days a week under her private tuition, and Sergeant Black wouldn’t be able to make any more complaints.

‘Admirable. As I said, a telegram will suffice once you have found a suitable property.’

The train shuddered.

‘Off you go. Quickly now.’

When Viola and Taylor stepped down from the carriage, another roar erupted, and a string of bright lights flared, chasing away the shadows and illuminating the length of the platform.

‘Goodness. I feel like royalty,’ Taylor murmured. ‘The whole town’s here.’

‘And all of them clapping and cheering. I’m not sure exactly what we’ve done.’

‘Look!’ Taylor shot off across the platform to greet a woman firmly grasping a boy in either hand, a bright orange and green paisley shawl draped across her shoulders.

‘Viola, over here.’ Taylor beckoned. ‘This is Flo, and Mikey and Sam. They made it home.’

‘Same as you.’ Flo tipped her pretty face, which seemed mostly recovered with the exception of a few faded bruises. ‘Their bloody father thought they should give him a hand on ’is lump o’dirt and nabbed ’em, he did. Slave labour!’ She huffed and ran a hand over each of their heads. ‘Young Mr Brown sorted ’im out. Not old enough to be wivout their mother, and they need an education. You got two more pupils, Miss Viola, if you’ll take ’em.’

Viola’s mind raced. News had travelled fast. Cracker, without a doubt, but how? And where was he? She glanced down the platform and spotted Mouse surrounded by all the warehouse boys, which explained how the news had arrived in Maitland.

A squeal of wheels and a ringing bell drew her attention. The Maitland Mercury trailer, piled high with their luggage, completed a neat 360-degree turn and came to a halt. ‘Thought you’d never get ’ere.’ Cracker bounced off the saddle and landed in front of her, hands flying like startled birds. ‘I’ve told the boys all about the school.’

A great cloud of steam filled the platform as the train gave a final piercing whistle. Throwing caution aside, she wrapped her arms around Cracker and hugged him tight.

He stood stock-still until the steam cloud began to clear, then shrugged free. ‘What’ll they think? You’re a lady now,’ he hissed, his face redder than the tail lamps on the train.

‘But we’re still friends, aren’t we?’

‘Course.’ He gave a shiver of disbelief, got back onto the trailer and beckoned to Mouse and the boys.

They didn’t need to be told twice. In seconds Viola was surrounded, and she felt Sludge’s hand slip into hers. ‘D’you like the lights? We did ’em. Mr Marsh ’elped. He counted to free and we all lighted up.’

Viola looked up to admire the string of lights and caught Mouse’s gaze. He still looked a little pale, but the welcoming smile on his face and his upright stance dispelled most of her fears.

Sludge tugged on her hand. ‘You comin’ back to the warehouse?’

She wasn’t planning to, not tonight. Taylor had suggested they go to Carrington Street—that she should live there for now; and, more than anything else, she wanted to make her peace with Maisie. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow, Sludge.’

‘I fink you look real pretty, Tuppence.’

She bent down and whispered in his ear. ‘Will you call me Viola, now, Sludge?’

He nodded madly. ‘See you tomorrer, Miss Viola.’

The station bell rang loudly. ‘Make way, make way! Cab’s in the forecourt for the ladies and gent.’ Mr Marsh got down from the seat he’d stood on to ring the bell and ushered Viola, Taylor and Dr Lansdale through the well-wishers and into the cab with a deal of pompous ceremony. ‘Cracker’ll deliver your bags. Be right behind you,’ he called as the hansom cab pulled away from the station.

Silence enveloped the cab as they made their way to Carrington Street, where Maisie and Mrs Orchard would no doubt be waiting to greet them, if the blazing lights that could be seen from halfway up the street were any indication. The cab drew to a halt, and they tumbled out. The cabbie refused payment, insisting the matter had been dealt with, and the front door flew open.

First through the door was Mrs Orchard. ‘Oh, Dr Lansdale, was I pleased to get your telegram. I’ll have Davy’s guts for garters next time I see him.’

Viola frowned and trained her gaze on Lansdale’s face.

‘Bill and I caught up with Davy on the road to Hexham, before we caught the Sydney train. Seems he’d lined up a trial on the Newcastle docks but hadn’t the money for a train ticket, so he was walking. Didn’t want to get his mother’s hopes up.’

‘Beth’s real pleased. Not just ’cos you found ’im. The money Davy earns will make all the difference to her and the littlies. Always said he was a good boy. Now, in you all come. We’re eating in the kitchen.’ Mrs Orchard led the way down the hallway, opening the kitchen door to reveal a smiling Maisie, her apron—matching her dress, of course—firmly tied, holding a large platter with a huge side of roast beef surrounded by a delicious array of vegetables and bite-sized Yorkshire puddings.

‘Sit yourselves down. Mrs Jones is here, too. She’s responsible for dessert—lemon meringue pie, no less.’

Taylor took absolutely no notice of Mrs Orchard. She flung herself across the room and attempted to throw her arms around Maisie. Lansdale, fortunately, rescued the roast beef before it fell to the floor.

Viola simply stood, suddenly unsure of what she should do or say. And then Sebastian’s words filled her heart.

Most steadfast friend and ever loving sister.

The skin in her hands warmed as she felt his touch, their interlaced fingers slipping together, two hands becoming one.

How she wished he could be here. But as she approached the table and sat with the people—her friends, who had enabled her to fulfil Sebastian’s last wish—she knew he could now rest easy; his life had not been lived in vain.


Historical Note

In 1884, Queen Victoria’s son Leopold died from haemophilia, a genetic disorder he inherited from his mother. Several of Victoria’s descendants also carried the gene, and progressive intermarriage led to the condition appearing in various European royal families. Spontaneous and inherited cases of haemophilia also occurred in the wider population and continue to be diagnosed today.

Although blood transfusions were first attempted by Dr James Blundell in 1825 to treat postpartum haemorrhage, the lack of knowledge about blood types meant that outcomes were highly unpredictable. Transfusing incompatible blood often triggered severe reactions, usually resulting in death. Consequently, the medical profession of the time regarded transfusions with deep suspicion. This began to change in 1901 when Karl Landsteiner discovered the ABO blood group system, explaining the cause of these reactions and laying the foundation for safe transfusions. It was not until the 1960s, however, that plasma began to be used effectively in the treatment of haemophilia.

Maitland is Maitland, the baths existed, as did a group of boys caught swimming outside the curfew. A quick Trove search will give you the true story. After the 1955 floods the course of the Hunter River was permanently altered so some of the geography may appear a little skewed. There are many early maps online that show the original path of the river.

There were no orphanages in Maitland at the time the story is set—vagrant children were sent to Randwick Asylum for Destitute Children in Sydney or to the Cockatoo Island Reformatory if they had offended. The last admission to Randwick Asylum for Destitute Children is recorded in the registers as occurring on 14 August 1915, with the final children remaining listed as departures from the asylum on 11 October 1915.

The Cockatoo Island Reformatory for boys closed in 1871, but since it didn’t play a significant part in the story I haven’t gone into the finer details. In fact the boys were transferred to the Vernon, the reformatory ship moored off the island, within Sydney Harbour. The Vernon had been operating since 1867 as a training ship for destitute and delinquent boys, providing them with nautical and vocational training. In 1892, the Vernon was replaced by a second ship, the Sobraon, which continued the same function. Eventually, in 1911, the boys were moved from the Sobraon to the newly established Brush Farm Reformatory at Eastwood, which later became the Mount Penang Juvenile Justice Centre on the Central Coast.

Outside Sydney orphaned children were sometimes placed in foster homes on local smallholdings with a very meagre allowance paid to the foster families. The depression of the 1890s in New South Wales, triggered by a combination of speculative investment, a collapse in international wool prices and the failure of several major banks, exacerbated the situation. The land boom of the 1880s had been fuelled by easy credit and rising property values, and had created an unsustainable situation, so when global markets tightened and investors lost confidence, bank runs and widespread financial panic followed. As banks failed and credit dried up, businesses collapsed, unemployment soared and many working-class families faced poverty and homelessness. Families walked off the land and headed for the larger towns and many children absconded from their foster placements. The depression led to increased union activity, political unrest, and ultimately helped shape the early labour movement and calls for social and economic reform.

And if you haven’t read or seen Twelfth Night I highly recommend it. It’s one of my favourites, probably because I was given a copy of Lambs' Tales from Shakespeare more years ago than I am prepared to admit!

All the major characters in The Tangled Web are entirely fictional as are their actions however if you have read The Golden Thread you may recognise a few familiar faces!
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Book Group Discussion Questions

‘O time, thou must untangle this, not I.

It is too hard a knot for me t’untie.’

Twelfth Night by William Shakespeare, Act 2, Scene 2

Viola shared a deep bond with her brother Sebastian. How did that influence her actions?

How are the family relationships portrayed in this story? Are there any family dynamics that are central to the plot?

Do you think Viola did the right thing by acting impulsively, leaving the train and misleading her family and newfound friends about her identity? If not, how else could she have dealt with the situation?

[image: image]

Which of the characters did you relate to most, and why? Who did you like or dislike most and did you change your mind about any of them as the story progressed?

From the outset Viola’s stepfather has an obvious agenda. How would you explain his motives?

Which character undergoes the most significant transformation during the story? What events or experiences contribute to this change?

How are women’s roles and experiences depicted in the story. Do they align with, or challenge, the historical context of the era?

The scientific discoveries of the era significantly shape the plot and several of the characters’ actions. Did you feel these were accurately portrayed and how did they affect your reading experience?

[image: image]

The political, social and economic issues of the time form a framework for the story. To what degree do they influence the plot?

Did you find the portrayal of Maitland and Sydney in the late nineteenth century captured the essence of the time?

Could the story have taken place anywhere else?

[image: image]

Are you familiar with Lambs’ Tales of Shakespeare? If not, having read The Tangled Web, are you tempted to explore the play Twelfth Night? Charming disguises and mischievous tricks play an important role in The Tangled Web. Do you think the connection is feasible?

[image: image]

And finally . . .

Have you read the historical note at the end of the book? If so, did it affect your reading experience?


[image: image]

Prologue

Wednesday, 7 October, 1846

Sydney, NSW

The moon rose, elongating the shadows and casting a glimmering path over the serene waters of Sydney Harbour as the night enveloped the castellated towers and turrets of Government House. The never-ending cacophony of the colony’s politics paused, curtains drawn, lamps extinguished, doors shut tight against the riffraff.

Confident the bustling household had settled, she turned from the window and retrieved the leather pouch of gold nuggets from beneath her narrow trundle bed, then tucked the small pieces of washed calico into the pocket of her apron along with her mother’s silver needle case and a skein of silk embroidery thread.

Holding the candlestick steady, she crept into the cloying darkness of the eaves above the servants’ quarters, the air heavy with the heat of the day and the scent of forgotten memories.

Step by careful step, lips clamped tight, she edged up the narrow ladder, determined to fulfil the promise she had made. Some would think her foolish, but her word was her bond and no matter what thoughts plagued her in the darkest, loneliest moments of the night she couldn’t doubt him.

Standing on tiptoe, she ran her fingers along the lintel, pulled down the key, slipped it into the lock and eased open the door. Amongst the detritus of past governors and their families, she found the trunk, the engraved name adorned with a frieze of breadfruit leaves just as she remembered, as bold as the man who had owned it—William Bligh. The name gleamed in the candlelight. Her nimble fingers traced its contours, trembling with anticipation as she pried open the timeworn brass hasp to reveal a treasure-trove of forgotten garments each with their own story, their own memories, silken whispers of the past—stories her mother had told of Governor Bligh’s daughter, Mary, of her fiery nature and her love of clothes. And amongst them, the yellow silk dress, its vibrant hue barely dulled by the passage of time.

She sank down, yards of golden damask cradled in her lap, and marvelled at the intricate embossed patterns, seeing her mother’s hands smoothing the material as she recounted the stories of the past, of the fledgling colony, the group of disparate men and women thrown upon an unknown land.

What better place to secure her own promise of the future?

By the light of the carefully concealed candle she bent to her task. With meticulous care, she unpicked the voluminous hem of the dress, eyes straining in the dim light, and attached the tiny little pockets she had made from an old calico apron to the underside of the hem, sandwiched between the layers of lining, at regularly spaced intervals.

The hours ticked by, the skirt hot and heavy in her lap, the atmosphere suffocating, as she cleaned and polished each nugget before carefully securing it in its resting place. And then finally, the long and arduous task of reattaching the hem.

Baste, stitch, polish, re-enforce, secure.

Tiny, tiny stitches anchoring the treasures in their hiding place.

Night after night, the eaves of the servants’ quarters stood sole witness to her strained eyes and needle-pricked fingertips. A silent, lonely task, and each day when the horizon lightened she would return the dress to its hiding place and make her way back down the rickety ladder to her narrow bed to snatch a few minutes’ sleep before rising to the beck and call of all, finding solace in the knowledge that the treasure was safe, until he returned to claim it.

1

Wednesday, 1 May, 1889

Maitland, Hunter Valley, NSW

Connie ran her finger along the sideboard, eyeing the six silver cloches sitting in a neat row atop the Spode oak leaf-patterned platters. No need to lift and inspect the ofierings; they never varied—hadn’t for as long as she’d been tall enough to make her own choice. Devilled kidneys, scrambled eggs, some sort of stewed tomato, fresh in summer, bottled in winter, sausages, delivered daily by Mr Boneham personally, along with the bacon, and last, but not least, boiled eggs because that was all her grandmother, Nell, ever ate for breakfast.

A totally ridiculous amount of food for a family of three women but tradition held the Montague household tighter than a whalebone corset.

A gentle breeze blew through the open window, lifting the muslin curtains and bringing the scent of slashed grass and the musky odour of the river. It didn’t, however, mask the smell of bacon, sausages, and slightly charred toast. Dora, their poor, hard done by maid-of-all-work, could never get it quite right. ‘Good morning, Mother.’

Faith emitted a small grunt and continued to sip her cup of coffee and crumble the single piece of dry toast on her plate.

Deciding it was not a day for boiled eggs, Connie settled on two sausages and some tomatoes then helped herself to a piece of toast from the rack on the table. ‘What are your plans today?’ she asked.

Faith didn’t bother to lift her head from the form guide in the Maitland Mercury. ‘We’re racing at Rutherford tomorrow.’

Again. Faith’s life revolved around horses, the ones the Montagues bred and the ones they raced, and had for as long as Connie could remember. Connie rather hoped something out of the ordinary might happen. She dreamt of out of the ordinary—not of the handsome young men ready to sweep her off her feet that Nell had in mind, but something truly different. She hadn’t quite decided what different would entail but it certainly wouldn’t be the usual round of events that punctuated the days at Horseshoe Bend, in this house of women. ‘The lecture at the School of Arts last night was fascinating. Mr David spoke about . . .’

Faith’s lips formed a moue of disapproval. It was quite acceptable for Faith to meet with her friends and indulge her passion for the racetrack and, if the smell on her breath when she arrived home was anything to go by, more than a glass or two of one of the wines produced on their doorstep, but such indulgences were not for the likes of an almost-twenty year old. It seemed one had to be married, or better still widowed, before free choice came into the equation.

Maitland’s clocks could be set by the household’s routines, Connie’s life most especially. Breakfast on the dot of eight o’clock, a little bit of exercise, in the form of a walk along the riverbank or a round of the garden with Nell, a social call or a meeting of the Benevolent Society, back home for a light luncheon, then an afternoon reading, painting, or a trip to the School of Arts to change her books. Sometimes she longed for her school days. Not that they had been particularly exciting, though they had improved once she attended Maitland Girls High School, but Nell’s far-reaching hand had continued to dictate her every move . . . never allowed to walk home alone. It just isn’t done. Collected like a recalcitrant toddler from the school gates by Mrs Orchard, the cook. The pedigree of any friend she made vetted and pored over before contact beyond the school gates was permitted. Almost as though Nell feared someone might question her lineage.

Faith peered over the top of the newspaper. ‘Did Nell know you were out unaccompanied after dark?’

‘Mary-Ann and Elsbeth’s aunt accompanied us to the lecture.’ ‘Their aunt? Their unmarried aunt? The one with the interest in all things unnatural?’ She winced. ‘Fossils and bones and underground waters. I’m sure they’re expecting the Loch Ness Monster to swim upriver.’ She turned back to her paper. ‘Where is Nell?’

‘I don’t know.’ Connie pushed aside her plate and rose. ‘I’ll go and check her room, shall I?’

‘Sit down. She’ll be here before long. I expect she’s taking a turn down by the river or around the garden. She likes her morning constitutional.’
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