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For my sister, Kate Forsyth, who introduced me to Shadow the
 cat and the mystery of the Gothic Witches’ Houses, and whose
 love and support has been truly inspirational






‘In a Southern Garden’ by Dorothea Mackellar, 1918


WHEN the tall bamboos are clicking to the restless little breeze,

And bats begin their jerky skimming flight,

And the creamy scented blossoms of the dark pittosporum trees,

Grow sweeter with the coming of the night.




And the harbour in the distance lies beneath a purple pall,

And nearer, at the garden’s lowest fringe,

Loud the water soughs and gurgles ’mid the rocks below the wall,

Dark-heaving, with a dim uncanny tinge




Of a green as pale as beryls, like the strange faint-coloured flame

That burns around the Women of the Sea:

And the strip of sky to westward which the camphorlaurels frame,

Has turned to ash-of-rose and ivory –




And a chorus rises valiantly from where the crickets hide,

Close-shaded by the balsams drooping down –

It is evening in a garden by the kindly water-side,

A garden near the lights of Sydney town!
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Jemma pushed the ornate front doorbell nervously. It was the first day of her first job. The bell jangled somewhere deep in the house. Jemma glanced up. The house towered over her, covered in a mass of purple, flowering wisteria, its tall turreted roof spotted with lichen. Once it had been a grand house, a mansion really. But now the sandstone was cracked, the paint on the windows and doors a dull, flaking grey.

Rosethorne was one of the famous Witches’ Houses of Annandale – a row of creepy old mansions on Johnston Street, built with towers and gargoyles, turrets and crenellations, gables and conical spires. Many of them had been renovated over the years to reflect their former glory, but not Rosethorne. People said Rosethorne was haunted.

Jemma shivered with nerves. She pushed the bell again more urgently.

What was the story? Jemma struggled to remember. A little girl? Murdered over a hundred years ago? Her ghost still haunts the house, begging for help and retribution …

Jemma glanced over her shoulder, feeling cold despite the warm spring sunshine. A black cat wound around her feet and miaowed, its tail tickling her bare legs. Jemma stooped to pat the sleek fur. She loved animals but wasn’t allowed any pets at home.

Too much fur, too much mess, too much trouble, Jemma thought, her mother’s words echoing in her mind.

A sound of approaching footsteps thundered from inside, and the old grey door was flung open by a young girl wearing a maroon-and-white checked school uniform. Her hair was tied up in messy pigtails, and her button nose was sprinkled with freckles.

‘Hi, Jemma,’ whispered Sammy shyly, glancing up through her long fringe. ‘That’s my cat, Shadow. Mum’s in the studio. She said to bring you in.’

Sammy was seven years old, with pale-blonde hair, chocolate-brown eyes, a dimple in each cheek and two missing front teeth. She was so cute, Jemma wanted to tickle her.

‘Hey, Sammy. Did you have a good day at school?’

Sammy trotted off down the long hall, her shyness quickly forgotten, and chatted animatedly about her day. Jemma followed, glancing around, Shadow the cat at her heels. Inside seemed just as derelict as outside: the paint peeling from the walls, the timber floors scuffed, unstable piles of packing boxes cluttering the grand reception rooms on her left.

At the very back of the house was an old kitchen and a shamble of little rooms that must have once been a scullery, pantry and laundry but were now jammed to the ceiling with boxes. Outside, the garden was overgrown with weeds and magnificent old trees; a mound of rubbish was strewn against the remains of a ramshackle fence.

Sammy led the way into a two-storey timber outbuilding in the far corner of the block. A rickety door opened into a huge dusty room stacked to the ceiling with shelves. Each shelf held bowls, vases, cups, platters, jugs and pots, painted in a rainbow of flowers and figures.

In the middle of the room sat a woman, Sammy’s mother, hunched over a potter’s wheel, her hands grey and sticky with clay. She frowned in concentration, a large daub of clay across her cheek, her caramel hair piled in a tumble-down bun and a shapeless smock covering her clothes.

‘Mama, Mama. Jemma’s here,’ cried Sammy, jiggling up and down with excitement, her pigtails flying and cheeks dimpling.

‘Thanks, Sammy darling,’ replied her mother, not taking her eyes off the clay on the wheel. ‘I’ll just be a moment, Jemma. I’m at a crucial stage.’

Jemma watched, fascinated as the blob of grey clay spun around, rapidly changing shape under those long, slim fingers. In a few moments the sticky blob had transformed into a tall, elegant vase, perfectly proportioned. The woman took her fingers away, nodding in satisfaction. The wheel slowly stopped spinning.

She stood up and wiped her hands on her clay-smeared smock, smiling in welcome. ‘Sorry, Jemma. Thanks so much for coming’

‘That’s a pleasure, Mrs O’Donnell.’

‘Please call me Maggie. Mrs O’Donnell sounds like a decrepit old grandmother!’


Maggie led Jemma around the studio, with its cobbled stone floor and rough timber walls, packing crates, kiln and splattered workbenches. ‘This was once the old stables but it makes a perfect studio now.’

Maggie pointed to the benchtop cluttered with pots of paint, brushes and glaze. In the centre was a huge platter. ‘This is my latest piece. What do you think?’

The platter was a deep, inky blue with a mermaid floating across the centre. Clouds of green hair billowed around her radiant face, and her silvery tail flickered with life.

‘It’s wonderful!’ said Jemma, stroking the platter with her forefinger. ‘The mermaid almost looks alive.’

‘She’s mine,’ Sammy announced proudly. ‘We’re going to hang her in my room. I’ve called her Clorinda.’

Maggie smiled indulgently, stroking Sammy’s hair off her forehead.

‘Come and I’ll show you around. I’m sorry everything is such a mess,’ apologised Maggie. ‘I’m trying to renovate, but I have a big exhibition coming up and there’s never enough time to get everything done, which is why I’m so thrilled you can look after Sammy for a few weeks after school.’

Jemma smiled warmly. The job was like a dream come true for her too, although she had to use all her powers of persuasion to convince her mother that she could still get her homework done, practise the flute and fit in three ballet classes a week.

Maggie led the way back into the kitchen, chatting about Jemma’s duties.

‘If you could stay for a couple of hours it would be wonderful,’ Maggie gushed. ‘You can make yourselves some afternoon tea – just help yourself to anything you find in the pantry. Do some reading with Sammy – she loves her reading – and make sure she does her homework. She doesn’t have much. Then just play or draw or go for a walk, whatever you both feel like. The only important thing is to keep Sammy away from the studio while I’m working.’

Jemma nodded, taking it all in. The kitchen was old, with an ancient range hood crammed into the original fireplace. Piles of crockery were stacked on the open shelves; pans and pots hung from hooks on the mottled walls.

‘It will take forever to renovate,’ sighed Maggie, gesturing around at the stains and grime. ‘But we bought it for a bargain price. The old house had been divided into tiny flatettes for years and allowed to deteriorate terribly. It had been on the market for months, standing empty. Sammy and I have spent every weekend pulling out rubbish and scrubbing and painting.’

Sammy pulled a hideous face, rolling her eyes at Jemma in disgust. Jemma giggled.

‘The place was a rabbit warren of makeshift walls as thin as paper,’ Maggie continued. ‘We made an exciting discovery last week – two stunning marble fireplaces hidden behind a false wall in the reception room. It must have been a gorgeous house a hundred years ago.’

Maggie rubbed her forehead gingerly, overwhelmed by everything that needed to be done.

‘Anyway, you two have some afternoon tea and I’d better get back to work. Come and let me know when it’s six o’clock and you have to go. I forget the time completely when I’m working, and if you don’t remind me I’ll keep you here till midnight.’


Maggie bustled off back to the studio, leaving Jemma and Sammy alone to crunch on cheese and crackers with orange juice. Sammy read a chapter of Adventures of the Wishing-Chair aloud to Jemma, then she did her sheets of maths and spelling while Jemma tidied up.

‘Finished,’ announced Sammy, triumphantly waving her spelling sheet in the air. ‘I’m the best speller in my class. I can spell anything, even really hard words like “poltergeist” and “spectre”. I memorised them from the dictionary.’

‘Good work, Sammy,’ replied Jemma, taking the sheet. ‘Let me check that it’s all right, then we can go and play.’ She scanned the columns before handing the sheet back. ‘Fantastic – you got it! Every single word perfect. What would you like to do now?’

‘I can show you my room, and you can meet my friend Georgie. We can play up there.’

‘Sure,’ Jemma agreed, wondering who Georgie was. ‘Guide the way, fearless leader. Just be careful of any poltergeists or spectres on the way.’

Sammy galloped out the door and up the wide cedar stairs, with Jemma hurrying to catch up. A threadbare Persian carpet, splotched with the stains of many careless tenants, partially covered the dark timber steps.

Upstairs was a wide landing with numerous panelled cedar doors leading off the hallway. Sammy disappeared into one. This bedroom was the prettiest of all the rooms Jemma had seen so far with crowded bookshelves, a fireplace, a rocking chair packed with soft toys and a wide pink bed. Portraits of fairies and mermaids were hung on the pale pink walls. Jemma recognised Maggie’s style, while others were obviously drawn by Sammy.

The black cat was curled up asleep in the middle of a patchwork quilt, breathing deeply. Sammy stroked Shadow, who stretched and purred. Jemma perched on the side of the bed, patting the cat.

Sammy introduced Jemma to all the toys on her bed, one by one.

‘And this is Purple Lambie,’ explained Sammy, holding up a shabby, grubby, well-loved lamb of indeterminate colour, which might have been purple once. ‘I’ve had her since I was a tiny baby and I sleep with her every night.’

Shadow suddenly started and spat, arching her back. The fur stood up along her spine in warning. Shadow hissed and jumped, darting off the bed and out the open door, which banged shut behind her.

‘Georgie’s here,’ Sammy explained glumly. ‘Shadow doesn’t like Georgie.’

Jemma shivered, suddenly cold.

‘What do you mean?’ asked Jemma. ‘Where’s your friend Georgie?’

‘In the rocking chair,’ explained Sammy. ‘She likes my toys.’

Jemma glanced in disbelief at the rocking chair full of teddies, lambs, bunnies and dolls. A lop-eared rabbit fell off the chair and onto the floor. The chair creaked on its rockers.

‘There’s no-one there,’ Jemma contradicted, her voice a trifle shaky. She remembered back to her own childhood. As an only child, like Sammy, she had spent many hours playing on her own and had invented a whole family of sisters to keep her company, each one with her own name, personality and dislikes. ‘Do you mean Georgie is your imaginary friend?’

‘No,’ replied Sammy, adamantly. ‘She’s not imaginary. Georgie comes to see me all the time. Georgie’s sad. She wants me to help her. Mama can’t ever see Georgie, but I can. She has beautiful, long, dark curly hair and wears the prettiest dresses. Can’t you see her, Jemma? She’s right there. Maybe you could help Georgie?’

A frisson of fear rippled up Jemma’s back, making the hairs on her arms stand on end. She gulped, then laughed nervously.

‘Well, Sammy. I’d help Georgie if I could. But I can’t see her. Why don’t we go downstairs and do some drawing in the kitchen?’

Sammy nodded in agreement, pulling out her pencil case and a sketchbook. Jemma glanced at the fluffy rabbit on the floor but couldn’t bring herself to go near the slowly creaking rocking chair to pick it up. Sammy did the job, tucking the rabbit gently back into place.
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The two drew pictures and played games, chatting happily.

At six o’clock there was no sign of Maggie. Jemma waited for a few moments, then headed for the studio and softly knocked.

‘Come in, come in,’ Maggie called. ‘Oh goodness me, it can’t be after six already? Sorry, Jemma. I told you I lose track of the time in here.’


On the table beside Maggie was a tray of wet, grey objects ready to be fired. Shadow lay serenely curled up on a cushion under the table.

‘Did you have fun, Sammy?’ asked Maggie, unconsciously smearing another daub of clay on her nose.

‘I did my homework and we did some drawings of horses and we played pick-up-sticks and Jemma met Georgie.’ Sammy ticked off the list of activities on her fingers.

‘That does sound like fun,’ agreed Maggie. ‘Thanks so much, Jemma. Here’s some money and we’ll see you at four o’clock on Wednesday? Will you be all right walking home by yourself?’

‘S-s-sure,’ Jemma stammered, disconcerted by Maggie’s calm acceptance of the invisible ‘Georgie’. ‘That’s great. I’ll see you both then.’

Jemma clutched the notes. Despite her misgivings, she felt a rush of pride – this was the first money she had truly earned all by herself. On the walk home she entertained herself by adding up the money she could earn in the next few weeks and thinking of all the things she could do with it: save up for something special, buy some new clothes or music, buy her mum a nice birthday present …
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The next street back from the imposing Witches’ Houses was Annandale Street, with its genteel middle-class villas. Behind that, like chicks clustered around their mothers, were the tiny, cramped, working-class cottages and semis. These had been gentrified and renovated over the years, and now extended out, up and down, but humble workers’ cottages they remained.

It was here that Jemma lived with her parents, in a narrow sandstone terrace with a neat box hedge across the tiny front garden and an antique urn overflowing with mini agapanthus.

Jemma used her key to open the black front door and called out hopefully, ‘Mum? Dad? Is anyone home?’

She was answered by deafening silence. Jemma paused a moment, listening to the stillness of the house. I should go and do my homework, thought Jemma. I should practise my flute.

She glanced over the fence to the cottage next door. The jaunty strain of a violin sounded on the breeze. She could hear squealing and shrieking and giggling, doors banging. She could imagine the smell of something delicious wafting from the kitchen.

Just a few minutes, thought Jemma.

She locked her own front door carefully and crept next door, the gate creaking on its rusty hinges. This garden was overgrown with roses and lavender and geraniums. Jemma ignored the rarely used main entrance and took the side path, which led to the back of the house. Jemma knocked tentatively at the open kitchen door. A sharp barking sounded from inside.

‘Come in. Is that you, Jemma? Ruby – Jemma’s here.’

Dropping her bag at the back door, Jemma stepped into the kitchen, a wide smile on her face. Latte, the chocolate labrador, bounded over, wagging her whole body with her tail and licking any part of Jemma that she could reach. Then Latte rolled over, offering her tummy for a scratch, her golden eyes glowing.

Jemma obediently scratched Latte’s tummy and rubbed the dog’s favourite spot, right between her eyes. Latte wuffed with pleasure and closed her eyes, tail sweeping the floor.

The warmth and chaos of the kitchen enveloped Jemma like a snug quilt. Ruby’s mum sat on a chair in the centre of the room, a violin tucked under her chin, the music book on a stand in front of her. Ruby was her best friend and neighbour – one of four children. Ruby’s sister Brenna sat on a chair beside her mother, her own violin tucked under her chin. The twins, Liam and Daisy, raced around the room, waving swords, shrieking and laughing.

‘Hello, Milla. Is it okay if I come in for a while? Mum and Dad aren’t home from work yet.’

‘Of course, darling,’ replied Milla, waving her violin bow in welcome. ‘Are you hungry? There’s freshly baked banana bread on the bench. Help yourself. Take some upstairs to Ruby. She’s doing her homework. How did you go looking after little Sammy? She’s a sweetie, isn’t she? And Maggie’s gorgeous too. I’m so glad you can help her out.’

Jemma nodded and concurred in the right places as she carved two hunks of warm, moist banana bread and laid them on a plate. Her mouth salivated as she smelt the delicious aroma.

‘Thanks, Milla. This smells delicious.’

Jemma had a mock sword fight with Liam and Daisy as they tore past her. She pretended to be mortally wounded, swooning to the ground, the plate of banana bread carefully cradled on her chest.


‘You’re dead,’ screeched Daisy. ‘We killed Jemma!’

‘Give Jemma a kiss and she’ll come back to life again,’ suggested Milla as she resumed playing her violin, Brenna following her lead.

Daisy obediently hugged Jemma and kissed her cheek.

‘Thanks, Daisy,’ Jemma whispered, kissing her back. ‘I think you saved my life.’

Upstairs, Ruby was in the room she shared with Brenna, working at her desk. When Jemma came in she slammed her books shut with a beaming smile. ‘Reprieve!’ she exclaimed, reaching for a slab of banana bread. ‘How was it? Was Sammy good?’

Jemma sat on Ruby’s bed, nibbling at her own portion. ‘It was great. Sammy is so cute. Maggie was lovely. But the house … Well, it gives me the creeps.’

‘Why?’ begged Ruby, her eyes sparkling with curiousity. ‘Did something happen? Do you really think it’s haunted?’

Jemma frowned, thinking over the odd happenings of the afternoon. Were they strange enough to mean Rosethorne was haunted?

‘Noooo, well, yes – in a way,’ Jemma began. ‘Sammy says a girl called Georgie comes to visit her. A girl no-one else can see.’

‘Well, lots of kids her age have imaginary friends,’ Ruby replied dismissively.

‘Yes, but the cat hissed and spat at nothing when Sammy said her “friend” came in, and I felt suddenly cold, then the door slammed with no breeze, and the rocking chair started moving all by itself. It was really spooky.’


Ruby wrinkled her brow, then shook her head decisively, tossing her long red ponytail. ‘There must have been just a slight breeze, Jem, and you didn’t notice it. There is always a logical explanation for these things. Kids that age have such amazing imaginations, just like Liam and Daisy. I bet if you’d taken a closer look, the window was open a fraction or there was a draught from another room.’

Jemma thought back over the scene in Sammy’s bedroom. Was it just my imagination? Was it a fluky breeze? It must have been. Jemma felt a little silly.

‘Have you finished your English essay?’ asked Jemma, changing the subject. ‘I should go home and get mine done or Mum will be freaking.’

The girls chatted easily about homework and teachers and school friends, then Milla called up the stairs.

‘Jemma, your dad just called. He’s home now and wants you to get onto your homework.’

Jemma and Ruby thundered down the stairs, dodging the two armed knights and Latte the chocolate warhorse, and into the kitchen. Milla was now cooking dinner, the room filling with the smell of chorizo and bacon pasta. Jemma sniffed surreptitiously.

‘Stay for dinner tomorrow night if you like, Jemma,’ Milla offered, her eyes sympathetic.

‘That would be great, thanks Milla. Mum and Dad have a fundraiser for the children’s hospital, so they’ll both be late.’

‘Bring over your homework and do it here with Ruby.’

Jemma grinned and nodded as she loped out the back door, scooping up her bag.
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The lights were on at home now. Jemma used her key to open the door and headed down the long hallway.

‘Dad, I’m home,’ Jemma called.

‘I’m in the kitchen, Poss,’ her dad replied.

Jemma’s eyes skimmed over the familiar objects of her home. It could not be more different to the colourful chaos of Ruby’s home or the dingy dereliction of Sammy’s old mansion. At Jemma’s house everything was perfect.

From the oversized vase of pure white lilies on the elegant hall table to the carefully placed artwork on the taupe walls and the matching chocolate and cream cushions, meticulously selected by some famous interior designer – there was never an object out of place.

Jemma stowed her bag away in the hidden cupboard under the stairs, in the special cubicle designed for that purpose.


In the kitchen she hugged her dad and received a kiss on top of her head. ‘How was your day, Poss?’

‘Great, thanks Dad,’ Jemma replied, lost in her own thoughts of Sammy and Georgie.

She pulled up a stool and perched at the vast cultured stone bench. The kitchen was stunning – the latest in European design with an impressive stainless steel oven and cooktop, gleaming dishwasher and polished glass splash-back. Her dad, Dan, was opening a number of takeaway containers and warming the contents in the microwave.

Dan was tall with brown hair that had once been fair like Jemma’s and a kind face that crinkled easily into smiles. He was a paediatric physiotherapist at the children’s hospital.

‘Mum will be home in a minute.’ Dan juggled a hot container in his broad hands. ‘She was caught up in a meeting.’

‘Mmmmm,’ Jemma muttered.

‘Do you have much homework? Maybe you should hop into it while I warm up dinner.’

Jemma fetched her homework obediently and began planning out her English essay on A Midsummer Night’s Dream.

The front door opened and closed, and Jemma heard the tippy-tap of her mother’s heels pattering down the hallway.

Elizabeth Morgan was beautiful. Tall, graceful and impeccably dressed – her dark hair was cut fashionably short, flicked back to reveal diamond stud earrings. She wore a black fitted designer suit with pointy high heels. Elizabeth leant over to kiss Jemma, stroking Jemma’s fringe back from her forehead, and smiled. ‘Hi, darling.’


Jemma felt a surge of pride. Her mum was a senior partner in a major international law firm. She was astute, extremely intelligent and had a well-earned reputation for integrity and toughness.

‘Sorry I’m late,’ she apologised, placing her briefcase on the sideboard and kicking off her shoes. ‘There was a major flaw in the BHPR contract and none of the juniors noticed. It’s lucky I found it tonight or it would have been a total disaster at the client meeting tomorrow.’

Dan leant over and massaged her shoulders. ‘Sounds like a tough day – how’re you feeling?’

Elizabeth smiled back, arching her shoulders under his strong hands. ‘Stressed. Exhausted – glad to be home. Thanks for picking up dinner, Dan.’

‘No problem,’ Dan replied. ‘I thought about cooking my famous “Dan pad thai”, but I couldn’t face the late-night supermarket crowd, so it’s takeaway Japanese tonight. Why don’t you get changed and I’ll start serving.’

A few minutes later, Elizabeth returned in jeans and a T-shirt, and the family sat around the kitchen bench eating miso soup and ramen noodles.

‘How was your day, Dan?’ asked Elizabeth, ladling soup into three bowls.

‘Great. Lily Montgomery is making terrific progress – she walked about ten steps today without the frame. Her parents were over the moon. You should have seen her face! She was beaming from ear to ear.’

‘That’s fantastic – you must be so thrilled.’ Elizabeth turned to Jemma with a tired smile. ‘And what about you, Jemma? Did you get much homework today?’


‘Fine, thanks Mum,’ replied Jemma, toying with her tofu. ‘I have to finish my English essay.’

‘Aren’t you hungry, Jemma?’ asked her mother. ‘Or did you eat something at Ruby’s?’

Jemma loaded up her chopsticks with noodles.

‘I had afternoon tea at Sammy’s house,’ Jemma explained. ‘You know, today was my first day looking after Sammy. Maggie has a huge exhibition coming up, so she wants me to mind Sammy for three afternoons after school for the next few weeks.’

Elizabeth put her spoon down and looked at Jemma seriously. Jemma thought of it as her mother’s secret weapon – ‘the lethal lawyer glare’.

‘Just as long as it doesn’t interfere with your homework or music practise,’ Elizabeth insisted. ‘If I feel it is disrupting your schoolwork, I will have to ring Maggie and discontinue it.’

Jemma’s heart sank. Give up my job already? I can’t. I’ve only just started – and Maggie needs me.

Jemma glanced at her dad pleadingly. He smiled. ‘Jemma finishes at six, so she should have plenty of time to catch up. It will just mean she won’t have quite so much time hanging around at Ruby’s having fun.’

Jemma flashed a grateful smile at her dad.

‘Well, I do think it will be beneficial for you to earn your own money,’ Elizabeth continued, nodding her head slowly. ‘It’s the only way to learn the true value of money. Plus you can save up for a good investment, like some mining shares.’

Mining shares? Yikes! Jemma immediately changed the subject.


‘Maggie’s house is a bit spooky,’ Jemma confided. ‘They say it’s haunted.’

A shiver ran down Jemma’s spine at the thought of the peculiarities of the old house and the rocking chair.

‘Haunted?’ asked Dan with a grin. ‘Did you meet any wee ghaisties while you were there?’ He fluttered his fingers, eyebrows cocked and ooooohed in a deep, dramatic tone.

‘What nonsense, Dan,’ retorted Elizabeth, batting his fingers down. ‘Don’t encourage her. The only haunting around here is the neighbourhood kids playing pranks. There’s a perfectly rational explanation for all that superstitious rubbish.’

Dan tweaked Jemma’s hair, winking at her.

‘I’ll clear the table,’ offered Jemma quickly. ‘Then I’d better finish my homework.’

‘Why don’t you do your homework upstairs at your desk, Jemma?’ suggested Elizabeth. ‘It’s too distracting for you down here.’

Jemma thought ruefully of her favourite place to study – at Ruby’s kitchen table, with Latte barking, Liam and Daisy rumbling and fighting, Milla and Brenna practising their music and the delicious aromas of baking muffins or fragrant herbs.

‘Sure, Mum,’ answered Jemma, collecting the dishes.

‘I’ll do that, Poss,’ offered Dan. ‘You’d better get stuck into that work. Give me a yell if you have trouble, although you know I’m not much help with Shakespeare.’
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On Wednesday, Maggie opened the door promptly on Jemma’s ring. She threw a hurried greeting over her shoulder as she raced to the studio. Sammy had no homework so they read a chapter of Adventures of the Wishing-Chair, and then Sammy decided she wanted to play jungle explorers.

This game comprised wearing straw hats, carrying a broomstick as a weapon and creeping around the house. Sammy ‘Livingstone’ led them into the spacious reception rooms, piled high with cardboard packing boxes.

These two rooms, opening into each other, would have been magnificent once, with ornate plaster ceilings, grey marble fireplaces, large bay windows and a built-in window seat. Like everywhere at Rosethorne, the rooms were now shabby and decayed. Sammy was able to wriggle her way between the boxes, calling out what she could ‘see’, with Shadow, her faithful companion, leading the way.

‘Just through this rugged mountain pass is a secret valley, with a magnificent waterfall tumbling hundreds of metres to the river below,’ described Sammy, pointing with her broomstick.

‘Can you see any animals down there?’ asked Jemma, the lowly Sherpa.

‘Lions, tigers, elephants, monkeys, giraffes and Georgie, although Georgie isn’t an animal of course,’ explained Sammy.

Jemma stiffened. She heard a spitting, hissing sound and Shadow shot from between the boxes, fur standing on end and tail in the air as she fled the room.

‘Silly Shadow is frightened of the lions, although I wouldn’t let any lions get her,’ Sammy scoffed, her hand on her hip.


Jemma felt a waft of air on the back of her neck, almost as though someone was breathing on her. She whirled around, the fine hairs on her neck as stiff as Shadow’s. There was nothing there.

‘Come on, Sammy,’ suggested Jemma with false cheer. ‘Let’s go and explore in the kitchen. I could discover some hot chocolate in there, I’m sure.’

‘No, I want to explore the valley, Jemma, pleeeaase,’ begged Sammy. ‘I’m sure there’re unicorns down there, plus Georgie wants to play too.’

An icy sensation gripped Jemma’s bare arm like freezing hands. Jemma squealed and jumped, then shook her arm violently to ward off the chill.

What was that? wondered Jemma, her heart hammering in her chest. That was not my imagination playing tricks. Someone or something just clutched at me with icicle hands. Jemma took a few deep, steady breaths.

‘Come on now, Sammy,’ cajoled Jemma, holding out her hand to Sammy. ‘I’ll give you a piggyback ride to the kitchen. It’s too dangerous here … The boxes might fall over and squash you.’

Sammy reluctantly agreed, and Jemma hoisted her up on her back and galloped all the way to the kitchen, where Shadow was skulking in her basket. For some reason this room felt safe and warm. Jemma made hot chocolate and had just sat down to sip on the creamy froth when there was a loud crash from the front of the house.

Jemma and Sammy raced to the reception rooms. A tower of three boxes had toppled over, spilling clothes, shoes, papers and saucepans. The top box had held pottery, which smashed over the floor, scattering shards of ceramics everywhere.

A few moments later Maggie ran in.

‘Argh,’ Maggie cried, her brow furrowed. ‘I heard the crash. Did you knock something over? I knew I should have unpacked those boxes by now.’

‘We w-w-were in the kitchen,’ stuttered Jemma.

‘Well, never mind,’ Maggie soothed. ‘Lucky it was just some old pottery of mine.’

‘I’ll clean it up,’ Jemma offered reluctantly, glancing around for signs of whatever had knocked over the boxes.

Maggie smiled at Jemma. ‘Thank you. That would be great. I’m right in the middle of a firing.’

When Jemma left to go home that evening, Sammy gave her a great big cuddle.

‘I like you coming to look after me, Jemma,’ Sammy confided. ‘Georgie likes you too. Georgie’s not sad when you’re here.’

Jemma cuddled Sammy right back. ‘I’m glad Georgie’s not sad when I’m here. I like coming too.’

The lights were on when Jemma arrived home, but she couldn’t resist popping in next door to tell Ruby about the strange happenings at Rosethorne.

Ruby was practising her guitar on the sofa, while Brenna, Liam and Daisy sprawled in front of the fire with Latte, playing LEGO. Latte jumped up to greet Jemma, her tail wagging furiously, sending LEGO flying all over the floor and making the children shriek in annoyance.

Jemma laughed, rubbing Latte between the eyes. She helped Brenna scoop up the smashed space base and then plonked on the sofa next to Ruby, her legs curled up underneath her. She told Ruby everything.

‘Are you sure you didn’t just imagine all this, Jem?’ asked Ruby skeptically, cradling the guitar on her lap. ‘Sammy or the cat must have knocked the boxes when they were exploring, causing them to topple over later.’

‘Maybe,’ agreed Jemma. ‘But that doesn’t explain the freezing grip on my arm. There is something very odd about that house.’

‘Let’s google it,’ suggested Ruby, putting her guitar down. ‘We might find out something interesting. Mum, can we use the computer to research Sammy’s house?’

‘Sure,’ replied Milla, looking up from where she was sorting socks at the kitchen table.

The two girls switched on the computer in the corner of the kitchen and typed in ‘Witches’ Houses of Annandale’ and ‘Rosethorne’. A number of results popped up, including entries from the local historical society and old newspaper articles:


Heritage Mansion for Sale

Rosethorne, a heritage-listed Victorian– Gothic mansion in Johnston Street, Annandale, is to be auctioned today. Rosethorne is one of several nineteenth-century mansions on Johnston Street, which are collectively known as the Witches’ Houses because of their turrets, which resemble witches’ hats.

The row of mansions was built during the 1880s by renowned builder and Mayor of Sydney John Young and are known for their striking architectural features, including gargoyles, lions, turrets and towers … Young planned to establish Annandale as a model suburb for the gentry, but the depression and resultant property slump of the 1890s meant the area evolved into a working-class suburb.

Rosethorne is reputed to be haunted by a shocking tragedy that occurred over one hundred years ago. A young girl, Georgiana Rose Thornton, was murdered in the house. The house was named after her mother, Rose Thornton. The murder of the twelve-year-old girl has never been solved, but the ghost of the child is said to haunt the house, begging for justice.

The house has been subdivided into flats for many years. Developers proposed to bulldoze Rosethorne and build an apartment block, however local residents formed an action group to oppose the demolition of this heritage home. Two other houses in the row, Rozelle and Claremont, were demolished late last century.

The most famous inhabitant of the row was Sir Henry Parkes, Premier of New South Wales and Father of Federation, who lived at Kenilworth for the last years of his life until his death in 1896. Due to its dilapidated state, Rosethorne is the ultimate Renovator’s Dream.




The girls found lots more information about the other Witches’ Houses and the history of the area, but nothing more about the murder of Georgiana Rose Thornton.

Ruby clicked the mouse to close down the internet.

‘Wow,’ sighed Ruby. ‘Who would want to kill a twelve-year-old girl?’

‘That’s awful,’ agreed Jemma and paused for a moment. ‘You know, Ruby? Has it occurred to you that the murdered girl’s name was Georgiana, and Sammy’s invisible friend is Georgie?’

The two girls sat there side by side, both with their hair swept back into ponytails, Jemma’s a short honey-blonde and Ruby’s a deep auburn. Ruby was the practical one, the eldest of four in a chaotic family, while Jemma was dreamier and creative.

Ruby whistled and wrinkled her nose. ‘It must be a coincidence, Jem. How could Sammy know the girls’ name was Georgiana? Unless she heard one of the neighbours talking about it?’

Jemma thought of the freezing touch on her arm. I didn’t imagine it. I didn’t.

‘What did you find out, girls?’ asked Milla, coming over and laying one hand gently on each of the girl’s shoulders.

Jemma glanced at Ruby, unsure of how much to tell Ruby’s mum. Ruby shrugged.

‘We’re searching for information on Rosethorne because Sammy says she can see an invisible little girl called Georgie,’ Jemma began tentatively. ‘And it turns out a little girl called Georgiana was killed in the house over a hundred years ago. A couple of things have happened in the house that are very strange – doors closing by themselves, untouched things falling, freezing cold sensations and Shadow, the cat, goes crazy just before these things happen …’

Milla patted Jemma on the back.

‘Well, animals do seem to sense strange things we humans can’t,’ mused Milla. ‘So do children, for that matter. A child being murdered is a very tragic event, which could well upset the equilibrium of any house. I don’t think we should scoff at things we don’t understand. We live in a truly astonishing world.’

Jemma smiled at Milla gratefully. It was nice to have someone take her concerns seriously. Milla wandered back into the kitchen to continue preparations for dinner.

‘I’d better get home or Mum will be in a miff,’ explained Jemma, pushing back her chair and jumping up. ‘She’s already terrified I’m going to fail my end-of-year exams because I’m working for Maggie.’

‘Ha,’ scoffed Ruby. ‘As if you’d ever fail! You mean she’s worried you won’t get straight As.’

Jemma nodded glumly. ‘You need straight As in everything to be a lawyer.’ Latte pushed her nose into Jemma’s hand and licked her palm, begging for a pat. Jemma obligingly stroked the dog’s nose. Latte’s tail went wild, her golden eyes liquid with adoration.

‘Do you even want to be a lawyer?’ asked Ruby. ‘I thought you wanted to be a vet?’

‘What does it matter?’ retorted Jemma. ‘You still need straight As!’

Ruby gave Jemma a hug as she walked her to the back door.

‘See you at the bus stop!’ called Ruby.
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‘Wake up, sleepyhead,’ called Dan, sticking his head around Jemma’s door. ‘Mum’s already back from the gym, and I’m starving. It’s time to eat.’

Saturday mornings followed a regular ritual in Jemma’s family. Elizabeth hit the gym early, before anyone else was awake. Jemma slept in, or read a book curled up in bed. When Elizabeth returned, they all strolled up to their favourite café for breakfast.

‘I’ll have the usual, please, Dimitri,’ said Elizabeth, taking a stool at the bench overlooking the street.

‘Eggwhite omelette, spinach and tomato, and a skim milk decaf?’ checked the waiter.

‘A “why bother”?’ added Dan with a grin at Jemma, as he did every week. ‘Make mine a double flat white and a Big Bruno Breakfast. Same for you, Poss?’

‘Yes, please, and a hot chocolate,’ confirmed Jemma, taking a seat beside Elizabeth.


Elizabeth tutted as she always did about Bruno’s Big Breakfast, but it was a reflex action. She had flicked on her iPhone and was scanning emails.

Dan picked up the paper and skimmed the headlines, reading out snippets to Jemma.

‘Global warming debate … Political scandal – “jobs-for-the-boys” accusations … Opposition Leader calls PM a useless, fat cow … blah, blah, blah.’

Elizabeth looked up sharply. Dan laughed.

‘No, only joking,’ Dan assured her. ‘He called her something much worse than that.’

Jemma sighed, staring out at the cars whizzing past. A girl her own age walked by with her parents and older, blond-haired brother. Jemma recognised him from the school bus – his name was Tom.

Jemma wondered what the girl thought when she glanced in the open café window and saw her family, sitting side by side at the bench. Elizabeth, as always, was fully made-up, hair blow-dried and scrupulously dressed in crisp, beige trousers, white linen shirt, large dark sunglasses and ballet flats. Dan was more casual with chino shorts, blue polo shirt and brogues.

Then Jemma herself – medium height, slight, freckled nose, short blonde hair in a neat ponytail, a floral sundress and white leather sandals. Is she looking at me with envy? thought Jemma. Or does she think we look like stuck-up snobs? The girl’s eyes slid over Jemma and back to her brother, who was flicking her with a rubber band.

The waiter brought the drinks and then the three huge white plates, balanced precariously on his palms. Bruno’s Big Breakfast smelt delicious – crispy bacon, scrambled eggs, sauteed mushrooms and sourdough toast. Jemma’s mouth watered.

‘What would you like to do today, Jemma?’ asked Elizabeth, putting her iPhone away in her handbag. Elizabeth was meticulous about the ‘no mobile phone rule’ during meals. Meals were ‘quality family time’.

Jemma thought carefully. Elizabeth liked to do special things on the weekend – visit a museum or the art gallery, take Jemma to her Saturday morning activities, ride bikes in Centennial Park, go to a concert or the opera.

‘Ruby’s mum is taking all the kids to Glebe Markets this afternoon and asked if I’d like to go with them after ballet, then hang around at Ruby’s for a while,’ explained Jemma, crossing her fingers under the bench.

‘Oh?’ asked Elizabeth, sipping her ‘why bother’. She paused for a moment, cutting into her eggwhite omelette. Jemma held her breath hopefully.

‘Well, I had thought we could go to Paddington this afternoon and buy you a new outfit, but I suppose that can wait,’ conceded Elizabeth. ‘If you go to the markets I could get some extra work done. But remember: don’t be home late because we have three of the partners coming over for dinner, with their wives.’

‘Can’t wait, can we, Poss?’

Dan rolled his eyes at Jemma, which made her laugh.

‘Thanks, Mum,’ cried Jemma. ‘That would be great.’

The three tucked into breakfast, chitchatting about what to cook for the dreaded partner dinner – tandoori lamb or Thai grilled chicken?

‘I’ve been thinking about your birthday party, Jemma,’ Elizabeth suddenly remembered. ‘I thought we could either invite some of the girls to high tea at the Grosvenor, or perhaps you would prefer to go out for dinner to Karlo’s?’

Jemma’s face fell and she put down her toast.

‘Well, I was hoping maybe I could just have a couple of girls over for a sleepover, cook some spaghetti bolognaise, watch a DVD, paint our nails … You know, hang out.’ Jemma suggested hesitantly.

‘A sleepover?’ Elizabeth frowned. ‘I don’t really like sleepovers – no-one sleeps. You girls will stay up all night, giggling and talking. If you want to paint your nails, maybe we could organise a party at my favourite nail salon. I’m sure Luella wouldn’t mind if we booked out the whole salon one evening. We could have noodles delivered in those cute little cardboard boxes.’

Jemma looked down at her half-eaten bacon and eggs. She didn’t really feel hungry anymore.

‘Hmmm,’ she murmured, stirring the egg yolk with her fork tip.

Elizabeth finished her coffee and pushed back on the stool. ‘I’ll ring Luella this afternoon,’ she finished. ‘Now we should get going, or you’ll be late for ballet, and you should practise your flute before you go out with Ruby.’
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The markets were crowded – families buying their weekly vegetables, pale-faced tourists toting cameras, and lots of edgy inner-city types dressed as emos, punks, rockers and fashionistas. Tattoos and piercings abounded, as did wildly dyed hair, ripped jeans, unisex outfits and big black boots.


Stalls sold everything from delicate glass jewellery, abstract paintings, pottery, exotic trinkets, vintage clothing to household junk.

Milla wandered off with the younger children in tow, giving Ruby and Jemma strict instructions where to meet her at two o’clock, along with some money to buy lunch.

‘Look, Jem,’ whispered Ruby in awe. Two teenagers strutted past dressed in ripped black leggings, basketball boots, denim shorts, and layers of black and sparkly silver – black singlets, black lace, silver vests, studded belts, loads of jewellery, oversized sunglasses and perky trilby hats. The girls looked cool, and they knew it.

Jemma glanced down at the floral dress she had worn to breakfast and suddenly felt very conservative.

‘Come on, Jem,’ shouted Ruby, dragging her by the hand into the maelstrom of people. ‘Let’s have some fun.’

Ruby led Jemma through the markets, searching for stalls that sold vintage and second-hand clothing. They tried a few things on, giggling as they attempted to change in the tiny tent cubicles and struggled to see themselves in the spotted old mirrors.

Jemma riffled through a box of scarves, scraps of lace and netting. Around her people jostled and pushed, grabbing for bargains from the heavily laden trestle tables.

‘What do you think, Rubes?’ she asked, draping a length of black lace across her chest.

‘Hmmm,’ mused Ruby, narrowing her eyes. ‘We could make you a gorgeous crop top from that. There would be enough left over to sew some fingerless gloves too.’

The woman sitting behind the trestle table twinkled with amusement.


‘How much is it?’ Jemma asked, stroking the delicate lace with her finger.

‘It was ten dollars for the metre. But I can give it to you for five? There’s a little hole in the corner. I’ve got a lovely remnant of blue French velvet you might like as well?’

Jemma thought of the money she had already earned babysitting Sammy, and the more she would earn in the coming weeks. She nodded and pulled out a five-dollar note from her wallet.

‘Just the lace, thanks.’

Ruby had inherited her mother’s eye for a bargain, along with her fashion sense, and had the patience to sift through piles of junk to find a hidden treasure.

‘Look at this leather bomber jacket, Jem,’ Ruby said. ‘Don’t you think it’s cute? This would look awesome on you.’

Jemma’s eyes lit up and she tried it on over her dress. It was far too big, with a price tag to match, so Jemma reluctantly left it. Ruby was already onto the next treasure, discovering a black cotton vest with engraved silver buttons – a find that Ruby grabbed at once.

Jemma found a T-shirt stall, with dozens of colours, slogans and patterns. Her favourites were the ones emblazoned with simple French words: Oui, Non and Je Suis. Jemma bought a black T-shirt that said Fantastique in hot pink with silver swirls. Ruby bought one with a ferocious lion on it.

At lunchtime the two girls stopped to rest their legs, sit under a tree and drink a mango-and-banana smoothie, with a lemon-and-sugar crepe. They opened their paper shopping bags, ooohing and aaahing over silver trinkets, studded belts, colourful bracelets and silk scarves. Jemma piled the new bracelets over her wrist, enjoying the tinkle as she moved her arm.

The two girls had a pile of bags when they finally rushed to meet Milla at the front gate, only ten minutes late. Milla smiled at them knowingly.

‘Did you have fun, girls?’ she asked, herding everyone out the gate. ‘What did you buy?’

Ruby and Jemma chattered over the top of each other, talking excitedly about everything they had seen and loved and bought.

‘Mum, Mum, could we stop by Stella’s Warehouse on the way home?’ begged Ruby. ‘Jemma doesn’t have any leggings, and she really needs some. And we bought some lace to make crop tops; could you help us this afternoon, pleeeaaase, Mum?’

‘How could I refuse?’ said Milla, rolling her eyes at Jemma. ‘You two are on a shopping mission today.’

Stella’s Warehouse was a treasure trove of bargain clothes. Liam and Daisy complained loudly, but Milla gently chided them to be patient while Jemma tried on her leggings.

‘Look, Jem, at these hotpants – they are so cute!’ Ruby exclaimed, waving a tiny pair of denim shorts in the air.

‘They are so short!’ Jemma retorted. ‘I couldn’t wear that!’

‘Wear them over leggings, goose,’ teased Ruby. ‘Try them on. Can I have some too, Mum? Pleeeaase?’

‘Can you afford them?’ asked Milla with mock severity. ‘You know the new rule – you earn pocket money helping me with the chores, and you can buy yourself any extra treats you want.’

Ruby looked crestfallen. She had spent all her pocket money at the markets, and she didn’t earn as much as Jemma did.

A thought occurred to her and she smiled winningly at Milla.

‘Pleeeaase, Mum? I’ll do the vacuuming this afternoon …’

Milla laughed out loud, giving Ruby a bear hug.

‘Now that’s the kind of promise I can’t turn down,’ agreed Milla. ‘All right, my darling, but you’d better get into all those dusty corners. And don’t tell Dad!’

Daisy and Liam started playing hide-and-seek among the clothes racks, shrieking with laughter, while Ruby and Jemma tried on their hotpants. Brenna sat on the floor, reading her book quietly.

Jemma checked her wallet warily and saw the big hole she’d made in her savings. She checked her image in the dusty mirror. It was the first time she had earned her own money that she could spend on her own clothes. The mirror won.

‘I’ll take them,’ Jemma announced to the sales assistant, with a grin at Ruby.

Back at Ruby’s house, Milla ordered them to give her a fashion show of their purchases. Before Ruby was born, Milla had been the editor of a glossy women’s fashion magazine, travelling the world, styling photo shoots, meeting famous models, attending cocktail parties and being given amazing clothes and accessories by the world’s top designers. Milla still wrote regular freelance articles for various publications and enjoyed styling mock fashion shows and photo shoots with her kids.

The girls changed into black leggings, denim hotpants, French slogan T-shirts and jewellery, then strutted down the stairs to show Milla. Brenna, Liam, Daisy and Latte the labrador all sat on the floor to watch the fun.

Milla narrowed her eyes at each girl, then set to work. Ruby was wearing purple basketball boots and the black vest over her T-shirt, while Jemma still wore her sensible white sandals.

‘Those shoes don’t quite work, Jemma,’ Milla decided. ‘Ruby, go and find Jem some ballet flats. Show me that belt. I think it would look better slung low on your hips … That’s better. Now, let me see that lace. Ruby’s right – we can whip you up a very cute little crop top with that. Brenna, go and find my jewellery box and my make-up kit, please darling.’

In no time flat, Milla had measured Jemma, snipped out a rough shape from the lace, and zipped around it with the sewing machine, creating a cute crop top for Jemma to wear over her T-shirt. Ruby used the remnants to fashion some sheer, fingerless, elbow-length gloves for them both.

When the girls were both dressed to Milla’s satisfaction, she started on their hair and make-up. With Ruby, she piled her thick, red hair into a messy bun at the back of her head, with one plaited lock of hair draped over her right shoulder. Jemma’s usually neat hair was too short to put up, so Milla mussed it up with mousse and tied it back with a turquoise bandana, the knot sitting perkily on top of her head.


‘I think, just for fun, we might try a little make-up today,’ suggested Milla. ‘I don’t normally think girls your age need make-up, but it would complete the new you!’

Milla patted pale matte eye shadow over their lids expertly, highlighting them with a smear of silver gloss in the centre. She blended the colours with her little fingertip, and then curled their eyelashes with black mascara. Lastly, she slicked their lips with a pale pink lip gloss.

‘What colour nails?’ asked Ruby, holding out a handful of different bottles.

‘Pink?’

‘No – something a bit more outrageous,’ decided Ruby. ‘How about turquoise or lilac?’

‘Turquoise,’ Jemma decided, holding out her fingernails for Ruby to paint.

The girls were having so much fun that they completely lost track of time. Milla took some photos of the two girls with their arms around each other, posing in different positions, pretending to be supermodels and rock chicks with Ruby’s guitar. Ruby put on their favourite CD and they danced and sang, strumming the guitar wildly.

‘You girls look gorgeous,’ cried Milla. ‘I would have employed you on the magazine any day!’

Ruby and Jemma grinned at each other, admiring their new looks.

It was after seven o’clock when the phone rang. Ruby’s dad, Michael, answered it, stepping over children, dog and toys to reach it.

‘Jemma, it’s your dad. He said to come home immediately.’

Jemma started up guiltily. She had promised her mum she would be home by six to help set the table for the dreaded partner dinner. Jemma raced around Ruby’s room, gathering up her purchases and her old clothes, stuffing them into a shopping bag.

‘Bye, Rubes. Bye, everyone. Thanks so much, Milla. I had the most awesome day.’

Jemma tickled Latte on the tummy on her way out the door and gave Daisy a cuddle. She raced up the side path, out the flaking, creaky gate and into her own perfectly painted one. She huffed onto the verandah, only to realise that there were four strange adults waiting at her front door.

‘Oh, hello,’ Jemma gasped.

‘Good evening, young lady,’ said one of the men, holding out his hand. ‘You must be Elizabeth’s daughter, Jemima. I’ve heard so much about you. I’m John Morris – I work with your mum. This is my wife, Lesley, and my partner Steve Bowe and his wife, Susan.’

Jemma blushed as she shook hands with everyone.

The front door opened to reveal Elizabeth in a sleek black dress, chunky silver ‘pearl’ beads and high heels.

‘Hello, everyone, welcome. Come in. Come in.’ Elizabeth ushered her guests through the front door, smiling, kissing, hugging, chatting. Then she caught sight of Jemma at the back of the group.

‘Oh!’ she gasped. ‘Jemima. Whatever are you wearing?’

Jemma smiled bravely. ‘I went to the markets with Milla and Ruby, remember? We bought some new clothes and Milla did a fashion shoot with us.’

Elizabeth compressed her lips into a very thin line. The guests had turned to examine Jemma in the light of the hallway. Elizabeth smiled her very brittle smile.


‘Hello, Poss,’ called Dan, coming down the stairs with a wide, welcoming grin. ‘Looks like you’ve been having fun! Hello everyone, can I get you all a drink?’

‘Hello, Dan. Thanks, that would be lovely,’ John said.

The guests followed Dan down the hall towards the kitchen. Elizabeth turned to Jemma.

‘Go upstairs and get changed into something suitable for our dinner guests,’ she hissed. ‘And for goodness sake, scrub your face and brush your hair.’
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Upstairs in the bathroom mirror, Jemma stared forlornly at her reflection. The fun of the afternoon had completely evaporated. Jemma sighed. She tried to recreate her supermodel pose in the mirror. It just looked silly.

She wet a face washer and rubbed off the eyeshadow, the mascara, the lip gloss – the joy.

It took her a very long time to change into a dinner dress, put on her sandals, brush her hair, paste on a false smile and wander downstairs.

‘Ah, there you are, Jemma,’ called Elizabeth brightly. ‘That’s better. Here’s my beautiful girl. Come and sit at the table next to Daddy.’

Dan pulled out her chair and bowed as though she were a princess and he the humble butler.

It was a long evening with much talk of contracts, cases, clients, stocks, shares and settlements. Jemma wanted to crawl upstairs and cry.

Dan squeezed her hand and kissed it. ‘You look beautiful, Poss.’
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Sunday morning was the best time of the week – no alarm clocks, no routine, no rushing. Jemma curled up with her new book and read.

When at last she came down, Dan was repacking the dishwasher with dirty plates from the night before while Elizabeth stowed away the silverware.

‘Morning, Mum. Morning, Dad,’ sang Jemma chirpily.

‘Good morning, Poss,’ replied Dan with a hug.

Elizabeth looked tired and pale, with dark rings under her eyes. She rubbed her temples as though she had a headache.

‘Jemma, I wanted to talk to you about last night,’ Elizabeth began ominously, closing the cutlery drawer.

Jemma’s heart sank.

‘A lovely dinner, Mum,’ Jemma offered hurriedly. ‘The lamb was delicious. John said it was the nicest meal he’d had in ages.’


Dan snorted. ‘His wife, Lesley, looked particularly dark at that comment. I thought she might throw the salad dressing at him.’

Elizabeth flashed him her ‘lethal lawyer glare’. Dan grabbed a pile of dirty tea towels and escaped to the laundry.

‘Thank you, Jemma,’ Elizabeth said sternly. ‘However, I wanted to speak to you about your behaviour. You were late. You promised me you’d be home by six o’clock to help me.’

Jemma gulped, her heart in her stomach. ‘Yes, I know. I’m sorry, Mum, but we were having so much fun, and time slipped away.’

‘I tried you on your mobile several times and you didn’t answer,’ continued Elizabeth, her voice rising slightly. Elizabeth pinched the bridge of her nose in frustration. ‘We bought you the mobile phone so we could contact you at any time.’

‘I … I didn’t hear it ring,’ said Jemma weakly. ‘It was in my bag up in Ruby’s room.’

‘That’s no excuse,’ snapped Elizabeth. ‘And what were you wearing? I couldn’t believe my eyes when I saw you in that get-up in front of my colleagues. What must they have thought? I offered to take you shopping yesterday. I wanted to buy you a lovely new dress for last night’s dinner, but stupidly I let you go to the markets with Ruby and her hippie mother and those wild children. Instead, you come home looking like a … a … a delinquent. I should have known better.’

Jemma rarely lost her temper – she had been brought up too well. No-one shouted in the Morgan household.


Issues were usually discussed logically and calmly. But this time a flame burnt deep inside her.

‘Milla’s not a hippie,’ Jemma yelled, a lump in her throat the size of a golfball. ‘And the children are not wild. We were just having fun. Milla’s lovely.’

‘That’s enough, Jemma,’ retorted Elizabeth, swiping her hand over her eyes.

The words bubbled up Jemma’s throat like lava, forcing their way out. ‘I just want to have fun like my friends,’ cried Jemma, tears smarting in her eyes. ‘And not have to wear prissy, boring clothes, and not have to be perfect all the time.’

Elizabeth gasped in shock. ‘I said that’s enough, Jemima. This behaviour is deplorable. I don’t know what’s got into you lately. I think you’ve been spending far too much time at Ruby’s.’

‘Where else would I be?’ shouted Jemma, shaking with rage. ‘You’re never home. At least Milla’s always there for me. I wish I lived there all the time. It would be much better than here.’

Elizabeth swallowed the retort that sprang to her lips. She turned away, hurt, and ran her hand through her hair in exasperation. Elizabeth collected herself and turned back.

‘Just go to your room, Jemima,’ she replied calmly. ‘I will not have you speaking to me like that. You can come down when you are ready to apologise.’

Jemma ran from the room, tears pouring down her face.

She lay on her bed for ages, her face turned to the wall, hugging her tired old bear. She felt ill and miserable and angry. Dan came up and patted her awkwardly on the back. Jemma shrugged him off and refused to speak.

At last she could cry no more tears. She felt helpless and powerless. Jemma threw her bear at the wall. It flopped uselessly to the floor. Jemma stomped down the stairs.

‘I’m sorry,’ Jemma announced to the kitchen.

‘Come and sit down, Jemma,’ Elizabeth replied. ‘Would you like a slice of quiche?’

Dan smiled at Jemma sympathetically.

‘I’ve been thinking we need to organise a little weekend away somewhere special,’ he suggested. ‘Perhaps the Hunter Valley or down to the Southern Highlands. We could stay in a cute little B&B and go out to some lovely restaurants.’

Jemma offered a small, tight smile.

‘Sounds fun,’ Jemma murmured, imagining a weekend of sitting politely in restaurants and cafés, minding her best manners.

Dan looked puzzled, and a little hurt. Elizabeth glanced sharply at Jemma.

‘We could ride bikes and go bushwalking, and you could go horse riding,’ Dan continued.

‘Sounds great, Dad,’ agreed Jemma with an inward sigh. ‘What about ballet lessons and flute practise?’

‘I’m sure it won’t hurt if you miss one weekend, Jemma,’ added Elizabeth. ‘It would be lovely to spend some time together as a family. We’ve all been working so hard – we need some time together.’

Everyone carried on, pretending that nothing untoward had happened – that there had been no fighting, no shouting. That Jemma had never said she would rather live next door, with Milla and Ruby and her noisy, chaotic family. Everyone pretended that life was back to normal.
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On Monday, Jemma hurried over to Sammy’s house, carrying a bag full of her favourite books that she thought Sammy would enjoy. She walked along the row of Witches’ Houses towering over her with their high sandstone walls, brooding turrets and staring windows. From three houses away she could smell the strong, sweet scent of Rosethorne’s purple wisteria blossom.

‘Hi, Sammy. How was your weekend?’

Sammy pulled a terrible face. ‘It was awful. Mum made me help her work on the house all weekend. Aggie’s being really mean, so Georgie woke me up twice last night.’

As Jemma walked down the hall, she could see a definite transformation. Many of the boxes had been unpacked in the reception rooms and the disgusting carpet runner had been pulled up from the stairs, leaving a shadow of itself on the paler, bare steps.


‘What do you mean Aggie’s being mean to Georgie?’ asked Jemma suspiciously. ‘Who’s Aggie?’

‘Aggie’s a horrible old woman who’s nasty to Georgie.’

Jemma shook her head, trying to fathom what Sammy really meant. ‘Let’s not talk about Georgie, Sammy. Let’s do some reading, then we can play a game. What would you like to play today?’

Sammy thought carefully as she sorted through the pile of books Jemma had brought.

‘This one looks good,’ Sammy said, holding up a copy of The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe by C. S. Lewis. ‘Can we read some of this first, then play hide-and-seek?’

When the reading was finished, Jemma sat at the kitchen table, her hands over her eyes, counting out loud, while Sammy scurried off to hide.

‘Ninety-six, ninety-seven, ninety-eight, ninety-nine, one hundred,’ called Jemma. ‘Coming ready or not.’

Jemma prowled around the house, talking out loud for Sammy’s benefit. ‘Are you behind the curtains? What about under the sofa? Have you perchance escaped into Narnia through the back of the wardrobe?’

The house felt eerily quiet without Sammy’s incessant chatter, although Jemma enjoyed the freedom to explore the house properly for the first time. The ground floor was made up of the formal reception rooms on the left, and on the right of the hall was a small sitting room and a large library, with the kitchen, bathroom, storerooms and scullery at the back. Lines could be seen on the floor and walls where the fake interior walls had been removed.

In some rooms, old wallpaper hung from the walls in strips. In others, Maggie had painstakingly stripped the old paper back to the bare plaster and scrubbed the walls, ready to paint. Maggie’s room was also finished, painted in soft blues and whites.

Upstairs were five bedrooms, the small square turret room with its view of the bay and an old bathroom, which looked like it had been put in over fifty years ago by subdividing a larger bedroom. A rickety back staircase led up to the attics, where the servants would once have slept.

Jemma crept up the stairs tentatively. The air smelt heavy and musty, and somehow sinister.

‘Sammy? Sammy? Are you up here?’

Through an open door, Jemma could spy cardboard boxes, a stringless guitar, a sagging couch and a headless dressmaker’s dummy. A wisp of spider’s web stroked her face, making her yelp. Jemma retreated downstairs.

A thump sounded from Sammy’s room, then a muffled shout.

‘Sammy!’ called Jemma racing into her room.

‘Jemma. Jemma,’ came the stifled reply.

Sammy’s voice sounded close but she wasn’t in her room. Jemma checked Sammy’s wardrobe, the bathroom next door, then Maggie’s room.

Jemma paused, listening closely, then followed the sound of sobbing to the built-in wardrobe in the corner. She opened the door, the muffled crying sounded somewhat clearer. She pushed her way into the back of the wardrobe and pulled back the clothes.

Down low was the outline of a small door. Jemma wrenched it open, revealing a dark storage cavity. The sobbing was nearer. ‘Je … Jem-m-ma?’ hiccuped Sammy’s voice.


‘It’s okay, Sammy darling. I’m here. What happened?’ Jemma crawled along into the secret space and found Sammy curled up in a sodden ball. Jemma hauled Sammy onto her lap and cuddled her, patting her back and making soothing sounds.

‘Something frightened me,’ sniffed Sammy. ‘Something was trying to hurt G-g-georgie.’

‘There, there,’ crooned Jemma in the same tone her mother had used when she was younger. ‘It’s all right.’

Sammy’s sobs gradually subsided. Jemma’s eyes adjusted to the dim light coming in through the open wardrobe door. They were in a long, low storage cavity, which strangely seemed to have been built when the room was subdivided to create the wardrobe and the bathroom next door. Jemma remembered the built-in shelves that must be above the storage space on the bathroom side. A rolled up carpet and a number of boxes were jammed into the space.

‘Let’s go out now, Sammy. You’re okay,’ Jemma assured her.

Obediently, Sammy crawled out through the secret door and the wardrobe, back into her bedroom.

Jemma put her hand down on the floor near the back wall, to push herself onto her feet. Her hand touched something sharp, which dug painfully into her palm. A blinding jolt passed through her body. On the inside of her closed eyelids, Jemma saw the flash of a scene.

A child in white with long, dark ringlets. A struggle. A scream. A person overpowering the girl, forcing her down, down to the ground.

‘Jemma! Jemma! Help me, Jemma!’ screamed the girl, her pale face terrified, pleading, begging Jemma for help.


A pillow was pressed down over the girl’s face. The girl struggled. White smothering softness. Utter blackness. Absolute silence.

Jemma’s eyes flew open. What did I see? Was that Georgiana Rose Thornton? Was that her murder?

Jemma’s fist clenched around the sharp object embedded in her palm. Heart hammering and mouth dry, Jemma crawled out after Sammy.

In the light of the bedroom, Jemma examined the object clutched in her fist. It was a tiny, dainty pendant carved from creamy ivory into the shape of a perfect rose. It hung from a gold loop and was attached to a delicate, broken gold chain.

‘An ivory rose,’ whispered Jemma in wonder. The pendant and the scene it seemed to have revealed frightened her, and she hurriedly placed it on the dressing table.

Sammy had crawled onto her bed and was curled into a ball – eyes closed, thumb in mouth, Purple Lambie clutched under her chin. Shadow curled up beside her, gently purring. Jemma sat on the side of the bed, stroking Sammy’s hair gently, but her eyes kept creeping to the tantalising ivory pendant.

Ivory – made from the tusk of an endangered elephant, thought Jemma. Once a precious material, now illegal. Even now, poachers would murder and risk death to gain the precious elephant tusks.

At last the temptation was too great and Jemma crept across the room to retrieve her find. She blew on the pendant to dislodge the dust, then spat on her finger to rub away the grime. She held the pendant up around her throat longingly.


A safety pin, thought Jemma. That’s what I need.

On the dressing table was a painted jewellery box filled with a tangle of bobby pins, trinkets, buttons and baubles. At the bottom was a small gold safety pin, which Jemma used to fix the fine chain around her neck. The pendant nestled on her new black dress, gleaming with an aged patina.

Jemma admired its reflection in the mirror.

Shadow hissed loudly, her back arched and hackles raised, staring at Jemma. Then she fled. Sammy jumped up after her, and raced out the door, calling, ‘Shadow, Shadow.’ Her footsteps thundered down the now uncarpeted stairs, chasing the recalcitrant cat.

The door slammed all by itself. Jemma held her breath, her heart thumping. She felt a ghostly breath of air on the back of her neck, then an icy squeeze right around her chest. Jemma yelled. A fug of malevolence swirled around her. Struggling fiercely, Jemma shrugged off the freezing embrace and ran.

She threw open the door and darted for the stairs. A rush sounded behind her. Jemma was sure the thing, whatever it was, whoever it was, was chasing her. At the top of the stairs, something – someone – tripped her. Jemma grabbed for the banister futilely. She tumbled, slipped and fell, feet first down the stairs. Bang, bang, bang, her head hit each step on the way down.

‘Arrrgggghhh!’ she screamed.

I’m going to die, thought Jemma. I’m going to die too.

At the bottom of the steps, Jemma’s head hit the floor, an agonising pain shot through her head, her back, her ribs. Then the pain was gone.


Jemma felt herself floating up and up. From the very top of the four-metre-high ceilings she hovered, staring down at her crumpled, lifeless body in its black dress. She saw running figures – Sammy, followed by Maggie. Maggie crouched over her, feeling for a pulse. Maggie shouted something at Sammy, who turned and ran into the library. Jemma couldn’t hear anything and just watched the action below in a dispassionate, hazy daze.

Shadow sniffed at the hair of the body below, flicked her tail and stalked off. Jemma turned away from her earthly body far below and floated up, up, through the ceiling, through the attics and into the beautiful, blue sky above.

In Johnston Street below, she could see flashing red lights and the speeding form of an ambulance. It screeched to a stop outside Rosethorne. Then she could see the sparkling blue of Blackwattle Bay, studded with white sailing boats. In the distance was Anzac Bridge, the harbour, the giant coathanger of the Sydney Harbour Bridge and the white sails of the Opera House – the whole city of Sydney spread out far below. Jemma spread her arms wide and soared into the blue.
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A strange smell wafted to Jemma’s nostrils – rotting vegetation, putrid swamp water and dry, tickling dust.

Jemma felt her body thud to the ground, knocking all the wind from her. Noises battered her ears – horses neighing and prancing in fright, iron-shod hooves striking the ground, a man cursing, a woman screaming. Jemma’s eyes flew open in confusion.

Two bay horses were rearing and plunging, their hooves crashing the ground centimetres from her head. A clod of earth spat up and hit her cheek. Jemma curled up into a protective ball, huddling away from those deadly hooves. She closed her eyes again with a moan, waiting for reality to return.

Nothing changed – the noise, the smell, the pain remained.

Jemma’s whole body hurt. She had a splitting headache and a foul taste in her mouth.


‘Whoa, Sugar! Whoa, Butterscotch! Aisy does it, me lovely lasses. Aisy does it. Come here and take their heads for me, therrre’s a good lad.’

Jemma’s head rolled and slowly, slowly, she opened her eyes a crack.

A young man, about sixteen years old, was crouching over her, talking softly and feeling her pulse. He had dark, curly hair and the most beautiful green eyes she had ever seen. Jemma closed her eyes again, her head throbbing.

‘Are ye all roight, lass?’ pleaded the young man in a strong brogue. ‘Do not slip away again. Open ye’r eyes.’

Jemma thought carefully. What is that musical accent? Oh, Irish, of course. It sounds beautiful.

Her thoughts slipped away again like a fish escaping a net.

‘Please lass,’ begged the Irish brogue. ‘Can ye wriggle ye’r toes?’

Jemma almost giggled, except her head felt like cottonwool. Why did the Irish brogue want her to wriggle her toes? She obeyed and moved her feet.

‘Grand, and ye’r fingers?’

He picked up her hand gently. Jemma could feel his rough calluses. She wriggled her fingers. He placed her hand down on the rough ground, and she could feel something warm placed over her body – it smelt like sweet hay and horse, mixed with wood-smoke and sweat. It was a comforting smell.

Jemma’s eyes fluttered open once more and she tried to focus. She blinked twice, her brain refusing to accept the images it saw.


‘Thank God, ye’re alive,’ the Irish boy continued. ‘Ye came out o’ thin air and I nearly ran ye clear over. Ye gave the horses a fair froight, ye did.’

Sure enough, there really were two horses, now calm again, their heads held by a small boy in an oversized cap, who watched all the proceedings with great curiousity. Behind the horses was a black carriage with a woman’s face peering through the dusty window, a huge feathered hat on her head.

Jemma blinked again, shaking her head to clear the remarkable image. What happened? The ghost, the ivory rose pendant, the flash of the old-fashioned girl, running down the stairs, tripping, falling … falling, banging my head and floating away, away high up into the sky …

Jemma felt for the gold chain around her neck and pressed the cold ivory between her fingers. Its sharp carving felt solid and real.

‘What is ye’r name? I have not seen ye around here before. Where do ye live?’

Jemma opened her eyes again. She was outside on the ground, lying on a road made of rough timber shingles and dirt, covered by a dark, grey jacket. A jostling, murmuring crowd had gathered around, all dressed oddly in sombre colours with hats and caps and long skirts. Where am I? Why is everyone dressed so strangely? Am I dead? I never imagined heaven would smell of stagnant water and horse manure.

Jemma shook her head and tried to sit up, clutching the jacket around her throat.

‘Jemma. My name is Jemma. I live in Breillat Street.’

‘Jemma – now tha’ tis a lovely name. Lie still a few moments to recover, Jemma, then I will droive ye home. Tis just around the corner. Are ye’r parents there? Is there someone to look after ye?’

‘My parents are at work. My neighbour Milla might be home – or Maggie at Rosethorne.’

The Irish boy looked confused.

‘I do not know a Maggie at Rosethorne.’ He looked back over his shoulder. Jemma’s eyes followed his glance.

A high sandstone wall ran along beside the road, broken by arched gateways with painted name plaques above each one. Behind the wall could be seen the steep-pitched roofs, turrets and verandahs of the Witches’ Houses of Annandale. But they looked different – sharper, darker, newer …

A creamy lace curtain twitched in a high window. Jemma could see a girl peering from the shadows, her pale face framed with dark ringlets. She looked wistful, like an old sepia photograph.

Jemma’s eyes suddenly darted to the left, where she expected to see the ugly block of flats sprawled on the corner. The flats were gone. Another house stood instead, an identical replica of Kenilworth, where Sir Henry Parkes had once lived. Jemma’s heart beat faster, pounding in her chest. She struggled to breathe. Where are the flats? What’s happening to me? Am I going mad? Where am I?

‘How are ye feeling now, Jemma? Ye look loike ye’ve seen a horde of leprechauns.’

Jemma smiled wanly. Leprechauns would have been less surprising than the jostling scene before her.

The crowd of onlookers parted suddenly, deferentially, the men pulling their caps and the women bobbing their heads, to allow someone to stride through towards the accident. The man was imposing, rather stout with a full white beard, a frock coat, top hat and cane.

‘What’s happened, Ned?’ he asked in a booming voice, his craggy brow creased with concern. ‘Is the girl badly injured? Where’s she from?’

Ned stood up and pulled the brim of his cap in greeting.

‘Good day to ye, sir,’ Ned replied. ‘The lass just appeared from nowhere. I did no’ see her till it was too late. The horses almost reared o’er backwards when I pulled them up. She seems a trifle dazed, but otherwise nothing appears to be broken.’

At the appearance of the stout old man beside Jemma, another person hurried forward from the direction of the carriage. It was a middle-aged woman, wearing a black silk skirt, pulled back into a bustle behind and a black silk jacket. Her puffed, leg-o’-mutton sleeves were buttoned tightly from elbow to wrist. Her hand smoothed her hair, tucking a wisp back into a tight chignon, under a huge hat covered in feathers.

Ned took off his cap and twisted it in his hands.

The woman stooped to examine Jemma, patting her gently on the shoulder with a gloved hand.

‘Poor child,’ she murmured and stood up briskly, turning to the older man and smiling brightly. ‘Good morning, Sir Henry,’ she greeted the man. ‘What a blessing the child was not seriously injured. It is ridiculous how these children constantly run out on the road without looking. It is a wonder none of us was hurt, although I thought my heart would stop beating with the shock.’


Sir Henry bowed graciously, removing his top hat. ‘It was indeed a blessing, Miss Rutherford,’ he agreed, flicking the tails of his coat back with his hands. ‘I’m sure the accident must have been a shock, but we shouldn’t leave the poor patient lying in the gutter. Perhaps Ned could convey her into my drawing room – my housekeeper will make her a cup of tea.’

Miss Rutherford glanced searchingly down at Jemma in the gutter, who was shivering under Ned’s warm, comforting jacket. Jemma quailed, but Miss Rutherford smiled at her.

‘No, indeed not,’ contradicted Miss Rutherford, twirling her parasol. ‘It was my carriage that knocked her down, so we will take her into my drawing room. Would you like to join us for a cup of tea as well, Sir Henry, so you can satisfy yourself that our patient will survive?’

Sir Henry shook his head gravely. ‘Thank you kindly, Miss Rutherford, but I’m sure she’ll be in excellent hands. I must be on my way.’ Sir Henry smiled down at Jemma. ‘My best wishes for a speedy recovery, young lady. I’m very glad that you’re not badly hurt.’

Jemma nodded her head, too dazed to speak. Sir Henry strode back the way he had come, a path opening through the crowd. Miss Rutherford swept through the closest archway, her feathers bobbing. The crowd lost interest and turned away to continue with their own activities.

‘I will help you into the house,’ Ned offered, bending over to pull her up. ‘Tis roight up those stairs.’

Jemma struggled to her feet, then swayed as a wave of dizziness washed over her.


Ned steadied her and scooped her up into his arms, carrying her through the gateway and up the steep stone steps.

‘No, Ned,’ protested Jemma, her face burning with embarrassment. ‘I can walk. I’m quite all right. I’ll be fine in a moment.’

Ned ignored her, breathing heavily as he strode up the steps. Jemma glanced at the house. It was Rosethorne, yet it was not Rosethorne. It was a beautiful, transformed, gracious Rosethorne.

The house was freshly painted in pale cream, the woodwork picked out in deep, forest green. The front of the house was covered in blooming chandeliers of purple wisteria, its soft fragrance banishing the swampy stench from the road. The copper weathervane on the chimney was bright and untarnished, the windows sparkling, and the garden was perfectly tended with roses, daphne, hollyhocks and daisies. Jemma’s eyes darted about, taking everything in.

Ned carried her through the open front door, pausing for a moment inside to catch his breath. The first thing Jemma noticed was the profusion of furniture, rugs, pictures, knick-knacks and artifacts. While the hall and reception rooms of Rosethorne were spacious, they seemed less so because they were crammed with furniture. Every surface was covered in lace doilies, pot plants, figurines and vases.

The timber floor was painted black and covered with vivid Persian rugs. On the right, Jemma could peek into the drawing room and library, which were just as crowded as the other rooms. A stairway wound overhead. At the hall table, Miss Rutherford placed her hat and parasol, and picked up a small brass bell, tinkling it.

‘Put her in the small sitting room, Edward,’ ordered Miss Rutherford.

Ned obeyed, gently lowering Jemma onto an overstuffed sofa.

‘Ye all roight there?’

Jemma nodded, her cheeks still flushed, her heart floundering.

Ned stepped back, awaiting further orders from his mistress.

Miss Rutherford entered the room, followed by another woman dressed in a long black dress, a white mob cap and white apron. ‘Now, my dear child. What is your name?’ she asked. The other woman scowled at Jemma, staring suspiciously.

‘Jemma.’

Miss Rutherford frowned slightly, shaking her head. ‘No, no,’ she demanded. ‘What is your proper Christian name, girl?’

‘Jemima,’ amended Jemma hurriedly. ‘Jemima Morgan.’

‘A good biblical name,’ approved Miss Rutherford. ‘One of the three daughters of the persecuted Job.’

Miss Rutherford was like an army captain, quizzing Jemma about her address and parents, giving orders to Ned and her servant, Agnes, and organising details.

In a few minutes, Agnes had returned with a pot of tea, some shortbread biscuits and a rug to replace Ned’s jacket. Ned had been dispatched to visit Jemma’s house and inform her parents or neighbours about her accident and whereabouts. The house buzzed with orders and activity.

Jemma’s head ached. She closed her eyes and tried to shut it all out. It was madness.
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When Jemma opened her eyes again, the light had changed. The untouched tea and biscuits had been removed, but much to her despair she was still in the strange crowded and over-furnished sitting room, in the house that looked like Rosethorne but couldn’t possibly be. Jemma bit her lip hard. It hurt. She wasn’t dreaming. She was still here in this strange place.

Jemma could hear low voices coming down the hall. She closed her eyes again and strained to hear what they were saying.

‘She’s still asleep,’ announced the voice of Agnes, her accent rougher than her mistress’s.

‘I do not know what to make of it,’ confided Miss Rutherford. ‘Edward said that no-one in Breillat Street had ever heard of a girl answering her name or description. He asked in all the streets around, as well enquiring of the ministers, the storekeepers, the school headmaster, Doctor Anderson and at St Anne’s Hospital. Absolutely no clues. Perhaps she lost her memory when she was knocked down?’

‘She doesn’t look like one of the girls from around here,’ offered Agnes. ‘Her hands are fine and soft and have never done a day’s work, if you ask me. She looks healthy enough, but perhaps she’s had a fever or illness, because her hair has been cut off. Maybe she’s one of those foreigners from India or the Far East.’

Agnes sniffed disapprovingly.

‘Well, she is certainly not a lady,’ replied Miss Rutherford, sounding puzzled. ‘No respectable girl would be out in public clad like that. I’ve never seen clothes like them. Could she possibly have escaped from the lunatic asylum at Callan Park? I must send Edward to enquire. I just pray she does not make off with the silverware. Perhaps I should deliver her to the Protestant Asylum for Female Orphans. They can work out what to do with her.’

The voices faded towards the back of the house.

Jemma’s eyes flew open. An overwhelming sense of panic flooded through her. How has this happened? What is going on?

Jemma began to cry and buried her face in her hands, the panic threatening to engulf her. She was torn between running back out into the street and all the way home to Breillat Street, and terror at what she would find when she got there. Terror won, paralysing her in its tentacles.

‘Please don’t cry,’ came a soft voice from the doorway. ‘Does it hurt so terribly? I cry sometimes when the pains come. Aunt Harriet gives me medicine for it, but it doesn’t really help.’


Jemma’s eyes flashed open to discover a thin girl peering at her from the door. She looked about twelve years old, with long, brown ringlets and a ruffled white pinafore over her white dress. Her cheeks were wan and pinched, and she had dark circles under her eyes. Jemma recognised her – the girl from her vision. The girl who was murdered!

‘Georgiana?’ Jemma asked incredulously.

The girl’s face lit up. ‘Yes,’ she replied. ‘I am Georgiana Rose Thornton. How did you know my name? I don’t remember meeting you before, although I saw you from the window. You just appeared from nowhere. Like magic! One moment the road was empty, then Aunt Harriet’s carriage drew up, and you just fell right beside it. Everyone thinks you were knocked down by the horses, but I saw everything.’

Jemma’s mind seethed – Georgiana Thornton? The girl who was murdered over one hundred years ago? How could it be possible! And who would want to kill a young girl like Georgiana? Why would anyone murder a child? What was going on in this spooky old house?

‘Are you a ghost?’ asked Jemma fearfully, shrinking back into the cushions of the sofa.

‘No,’ Georgiana laughed, coming closer. ‘I wondered the same thing about you. Feel my arm … See, I’m alive and breathing. What about you?’

Jemma tentatively felt Georgiana’s arm. It felt solid enough, although thin under the cotton sleeve. Georgiana felt Jemma’s hand in return.

‘So that settles it,’ Georgiana replied with a quick grin. ‘Neither of us are ghosts. But where did you come from?’


‘I … I don’t really know how I got here,’ Jemma hesitated. ‘What’s the date?’

‘October fifteenth,’ answered Georgiana.

What date was it when I fell? thought Jemma. That can’t be right. It was Monday, October twenty-fourth when I fell down the stairs at Rosethorne.

‘No,’ insisted Jemma, sitting up straighter. ‘It’s Monday, October twenty-fourth, or maybe now its Tuesday the twenty-fifth, but it can’t be October fifteenth.’

Georgiana shook her head decisively.

‘It’s definitely the fifteenth. The fifteenth of October, 1895. I remember the date because next week it will have been a year since my papa died.’

‘1895!’ squeaked Jemma. ‘That’s terrible.’

Jemma collapsed back on the plump cushions, her heart pounding and head thumping. It can’t be. It’s impossible! Could this really be Rosethorne in 1895? It would explain everything. Somehow I’ve fallen back in time. How could it have happened? How could it be possible?

Georgiana squeezed Jemma’s arm sympathetically, sitting down next to her on the sofa.

‘I know, it’s very sad,’ continued Georgiana, blinking back tears. ‘Especially as my mama died two years ago. At least I have my Aunt Harriet to look after me. She came to live with us when Mama died. She’s very kind to me and fusses over me ever so much. Aunt Harriet says I must be brave and pray to God that one day I will be reunited with Mama and Papa in heaven.’

Jemma mentally shook herself, pushing away the panic. Poor Georgiana – an orphan so young. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she replied. ‘It must be awful to lose both your parents.’


The sound of footsteps came down the hallway. Georgiana shrank back in the cushions, looking nervous. It was Agnes – her face red and sweaty, screwed into a perpetual frown. Her iron-grey hair was drawn back into a harsh bun under a stiff, starched cap.

‘Miss Georgiana,’ scolded Agnes, her meaty arms on her hips. ‘What in heaven’s name are you doing down here? You know it’s your rest time. Miss Rutherford will be so worried if she’s sees you down here – you know how she frets about you.’

‘I … I heard voices and thought I’d investigate,’ Georgiana tried to explain.

Agnes did not answer but scuttled into the room, flapping her apron as though Georgiana were an escaped chicken that must be shooed back to the henhouse.

‘Up to bed at once, young lady,’ ordered Agnes. ‘I’ll bring you your medicine and some broth as soon as I can. Do you think I’ve nothing better to do than run around after you? There’s so much to do in this house, and I don’t have nearly enough help as it is.’

Georgiana looked thoroughly chastened by this rebuke and hastened out of the room, mumbling an apology. She paused at the door, behind Agnes’s back, and pulled a face at Jemma, waved goodbye and hurried off. Jemma smiled. She felt a flood of affection for Georgiana wash over her.

But Jemma didn’t like Agnes – she seemed like someone who would have been the schoolyard bully in her childhood.

Agnes glared at Jemma distrustfully.

‘And as for you, Miss Whoever-you-are?’ boomed Agnes. ‘Perhaps it’s time for you to be getting back to wherever-it-is you came from?’

Another wave of panic washed over Jemma. How can I get back? Where should I go?

‘I … I …,’ began Jemma, the tears welling up again. She felt she should get up under the weight of Agnes’s glare. She struggled to her feet woozily.

At that moment the doorbell jangled. Agnes glared again and swung on her heel to answer it. Jemma collapsed.

Agnes returned in a moment, followed by a middle-aged woman in a pale grey gown.

‘Take a seat, Mrs McKenzie,’ offered Agnes. ‘I’ll just see if Miss Rutherford is available.’

The newcomer took a seat graciously and examined Jemma. She seemed to have a kind face, with creases around the eyes when she smiled. Her hair was piled into a roll on top of her head, her hat dancing with feathers.

‘So you must be the poor child who was knocked down by the carriage?’ asked Mrs McKenzie sympathetically. ‘Jemima, isn’t it? I heard they’ve had no luck in finding your family? Do you remember where you came from? Was it perhaps the orphanage?’

Jemma didn’t know what to reply. Ned had already reported back that no-one had heard of her in Breillat Street or anywhere else. She needed to find a way to stay here, where it was at least familiar, until she figured out a way home again – home to her own time.

‘I … I don’t … I don’t remember,’ stammered Jemma. ‘I hit my head … It’s all a bit fuzzy.’

Mrs McKenzie pursed her lips. ‘Let me feel your pulse,’ she requested. ‘You look quite pale – perhaps you have a concussion. We ought to send for Doctor Anderson. He may need to shave your head and apply leeches to your scalp to reduce the inflammation on the brain.’

Jemma baulked at this suggestion. ‘No, no,’ she insisted, sitting up straighter. ‘I’m quite all right, thank you – just a little faint, but definitely not concussed.’

Jemma’s heart rate had probably jumped at the suggestion that she have her head shaved and leeches applied to suck her blood, because Mrs McKenzie seemed satisfied by her pulse.

‘Do you remember your name?’ Mrs McKenzie pressed.

‘Yes, Jemma … Jemima Morgan,’ she replied.

‘And your parents’ names? Are they still alive?’

‘Yes – Elizabeth and Daniel Morgan.’

Mrs McKenzie nodded, thinking carefully.

‘How old are you? About sixteen? You look quite old enough to be working. Do you remember what work you normally do?’

‘I’m only thirteen,’ Jemma replied. ‘I had a job looking after a little girl, but I’m mostly –’

‘Aaah, a nursemaid.’ Mrs McKenzie seized on this information enthusiastically. ‘Thirteen – I would have thought you were older than that. You’re very tall for your age. Well, at least we’re getting somewhere. I was quite intrigued when young Edward came enquiring at the Manse to see if we knew of you. My husband is the minister at the Hunter Baillie Memorial Church, you see, and I pride myself on knowing simply everyone in Annandale.’

Miss Rutherford swept into the sitting room, followed by Agnes carrying a tea tray. Miss Rutherford clasped Mrs McKenzie’s outstretched hand then took a seat. Agnes poured out tea from the silver teapot into delicate china cups, offering one to each of them.

‘Isabella, I see you’ve met our mystery guest?’ began Miss Rutherford, indicating Jemma with a wave of her hand. ‘She seems to be recovering well from her ordeal. She’s been asleep on our sofa for most of the day, but unfortunately we have had no luck discovering who she is or where she came from.’

Jemma flushed with embarrassment to be talked about as if she couldn’t hear. Mrs McKenzie, the minister’s wife, laughed merrily as she stirred sugar into her tea.

‘Well, Harriet, it seems I have managed to find out more in a few moments than you have all day. Allow me to present Jemima Morgan, a thirteen-year-old nursemaid. Her parents – Elizabeth and Daniel – are alive, but she seems to be suffering from amnesia as a result of her fall.’

Miss Rutherford nodded, glancing at Jemma appraisingly as she sipped her tea. Jemma had a quick gulp of her own, wondering what her fate would be.

‘As we cannot find where she lives, we thought perhaps we should deliver her to the Protestant Asylum for Female Orphans,’ suggested Miss Rutherford. ‘She could stay there until her memory returns or her parents come looking for her. Or perhaps the nuns at the convent would take her in.’

Mrs McKenzie shook her head decisively, placing her teacup down on the crowded side table. ‘No, she’s too old for the orphanage,’ she decided. ‘They send the girls out to be apprenticed when they turn thirteen. And I’m sure we don’t need to send her to the Catholics.’


Mrs McKenzie looked slightly horrified, as if that option would be like sending Jemma to the devil himself. ‘I’m hoping that perhaps we could find sanctuary for her within our own flock. One of our own congregation should take her in as a nursemaid or a domestic servant. It would be a noble, Christian thing to do.’

Miss Rutherford took a sip of her tea, playing for time to think. Jemma held her breath, glancing from one woman to another. She felt completely helpless – she did not like the sound of being a domestic servant sent to live with strangers, but what else could she do?

‘She has no references – no recommendations. She could be a thief or a criminal,’ Miss Rutherford objected.

‘Look at her,’ suggested Mrs McKenzie dramatically. ‘She looks like an innocent. I’m sure the good Lord had a purpose for her when he struck her down in front of your carriage.’

Miss Rutherford searched Jemma’s face, huddled miserably down in its blanket.

‘Of course, you’re right, Isabella,’ agreed Miss Rutherford, smiling brightly. ‘I had not properly thought it through. I would be delighted to take the girl in until the whereabouts of her parents are discovered.’

Jemma breathed a silent sigh of relief – at least Rosethorne was familiar.

Mrs McKenzie clasped her hands together. ‘My dear Harriet, I did not mean for you to take the poor child in,’ she replied. ‘You already do so much for our congregation and have a great regard for your Christian duty. I’m sure there must be someone else who could help.’


Miss Rutherford glanced down into her lap, repressing a smile. ‘No, no,’ she murmured. ‘We all do our small parts.’

‘Perhaps I could ask Mrs Snodgrass,’ continued Mrs McKenzie thoughtfully. ‘Or the Wilkins sisters might need an assistant in the haberdashery.’

Miss Rutherford sat up at once. She examined Jemma huddled under her rug, the girl’s eyes huge and wary. She nodded her head briskly, making a decision.

‘It was my groom who knocked her over, and it is my duty to look after her until she can be restored to her family,’ insisted Miss Rutherford. ‘She can help nurse my poor darling Georgiana. Mary packed up and left weeks ago, leaving us to struggle on with Georgiana. Maids are so inconsiderate these days.

‘The child is still ailing terribly. Doctor Anderson seems to be able to do little to ease her suffering …’ Miss Rutherford lowered her eyes and pressed her lips together. ‘It is a terrible strain on all of us …’

Mrs McKenzie leant over, took Miss Rutherford’s hand and squeezed it.

‘The poor wee soul, losing her parents in such tragic circumstances,’ Mrs McKenzie sympathised. ‘Georgiana is indeed blessed to have you to care for her. I know it is a difficult burden for you to bear, looking after such an ill child. We have all been praying that the good Lord will see fit to cure her.’

Miss Rutherford closed her eyes and dropped her head, overcome by feelings. She took a deep breath and straightened her shoulders, nodding briskly. ‘We all have our trials.’


Jemma wondered what was wrong with Georgiana. She seems like a normal, lovely girl to me, although a trifle pale and thin. The women are talking about her as though she might die at any moment. What is going on here?

‘Now, Harriet, I’m hoping you will be able to help me with a little project I’ve planned,’ suggested Mrs McKenzie, changing the subject. ‘There are so many families who are struggling through these difficult financial times.

‘Some of the children are skin and bone, dressed in rags – their fathers are out of work or dead or have disappeared. The mothers are desperate and the children are kept home from school to earn a few pennies selling flowers or working in the timber yards and factories.’

Miss Rutherford nodded her head sympathetically, her face creased with concern.

‘It is a dreadful disgrace – the law requires all children to go to school,’ Miss Rutherford replied. ‘The poor do not take sufficient care of their children, but what can be done? Times are tough for everybody. Goodness knows we’ve had to make many economies ourselves.’

Jemma glanced around the lavishly furnished parlour, with its fine bone china figurines of shepherdesses and horses, its overstuffed floral chintz armchairs, the silk Persian rugs, the paintings of rural landscapes, the marble fireplace and huge gilt mirror. Miss Rutherford seemed oblivious to the irony of her protestations of poverty.

‘Yes, this depression has hit all levels of society,’ agreed Mrs McKenzie. ‘However, I’m hoping to organise a small group of ladies from the congregation who could bake extra bread each week and deliver it to some of the deserving, poor working families in the area – the widows and those with sick children.’

Mrs McKenzie sighed, shaking her head so the hat feathers bobbed, before continuing, ‘It would make a huge difference to those families and might enable some of the children to attend school more regularly.’

Miss Rutherford picked up her silver fork and took a delicate nibble of her lemon teacake. She patted the corner of her mouth with a starched white damask napkin. Jemma wondered if she was going to make an excuse not to help.

‘The Johnson sisters have agreed to help, and so too have Annie and Nellie,’ Miss McKenzie said. ‘They thought they could spare some dripping as well.’

Miss Rutherford smiled brightly, straightening her silk skirts and brushing imaginary crumbs from her lap.

‘I think it is a marvellous idea,’ agreed Miss Rutherford. ‘I will certainly contribute loaves of bread and dripping, and have it delivered to whomever you suggest. We could also make soup for the poor families?’

‘Splendid,’ replied Mrs McKenzie, nodding her head. ‘I knew I could count on you, Harriet. You certainly are a credit to our congregation. I’ll draw up a list of four families and their addresses for you. They’ll be extremely grateful.’

Mrs McKenzie rose to her feet, tweaking out her full skirts and pulling on her gloves.

‘Well, thank you so much for the tea, Harriet,’ offered Mrs McKenzie. ‘And I do hope we solve the mystery of young Jemima very soon. Good afternoon, Jemima – I pray your memory and good health return promptly.’


‘Goodbye,’ replied Jemma in a small voice, but the two women were already walking towards the front door.

‘Will I see you at the Ladies’ Auxiliary meeting tomorrow?’ came Mrs McKenzie’s voice from the hall. ‘We are planning the activities for the church bazaar next month. I hope it will be the biggest one yet – I hope to make many pounds for the desperate poor.’

‘Yes, of course,’ replied Miss Rutherford, soothingly. ‘And do not worry, we will take good care of Jemima – starting with some decent clothes.’

The two women tittered.

‘They were quite extraordinary, weren’t they?’ agreed Mrs McKenzie in a puzzled tone. ‘I’ve never seen anything like them. Although some of the local families say their children cannot attend church because they have little more to wear than sugar sacks.’

‘I think she might be a little simple,’ confided Miss Rutherford. ‘She seems completely overwhelmed by everything.’

Jemma’s ears burnt once more as the two women discussed her with little regard to whether she might overhear them. She pulled the rug up around her shoulders, seeking comfort in its warm folds.

Simple! Simple! I am not simple! retorted Jemma to herself in disgust.

When the front door eventually banged shut after more gossiping and farewells, Miss Rutherford returned to the sitting room and rang the bell.

‘Jemima, as I have discussed with Mrs McKenzie, the local minister’s wife, you will stay here with us until we can locate your family.’ Miss Rutherford spoke slowly and clearly, to ensure Jemma could understand. ‘I expect you to help Agnes with the domestic tasks and to assist with caring for my niece, who is very ill. In return, you will receive a uniform, food and board. You can start today with some light duties until you are fully recovered.’

She stared at Jemma, obviously awaiting a response. Jemma stared back, her eyes round with dismay.

‘Aaah, thank you,’ Jemma replied.

‘You should address me as “ma’am”,’ reproved Miss Rutherford. ‘And domestic servants are expected to curtsey when addressed by their superiors.’

Miss Rutherford paused again expectantly.

‘Oh … um … thank you … ma’am,’ Jemma replied.

Miss Rutherford raised her eyebrows.

Jemma bobbed a quick curtsey, similar to those she had seen Agnes perform. Agnes herself had arrived at the door and smirked as she watched Jemma’s discomfiture. However, the smirk quickly changed to a scowl as Miss Rutherford explained that Jemma would be staying to help and rattled off orders about clothes, boots, linen and bedding.

‘And make sure she washes well,’ insisted Miss Rutherford. ‘These workers’ children often have lice.’

‘I don’t have lice,’ retorted Jemma, finally stung into defending herself.

‘She can share with Connie,’ continued Miss Rutherford firmly, ignoring Jemma’s outburst. ‘And be sure you teach her what behaviour is expected. I suspect she has not been exposed to genteel houses like ours.’

A thought of her own graceful, elegant home flashed into Jemma’s mind. Her mum would be horrified to hear this woman suspect that Jemma lacked genteel manners and intelligence.

‘Thank you, Agnes. That will be all.’

Agnes nodded and stood at the door, waiting.

Jemma stared from Miss Rutherford to Agnes, unsure what to do, then realised they both seemed to be waiting for her.

‘Come along then, girl,’ urged Agnes impatiently. ‘We haven’t got all day.’
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Jemma trailed Agnes up two flights of backstairs to a tiny attic chamber. Unlike the rooms on the lower floors, this one was very plain and bare, with two simple iron bedsteads – one made up and the other supporting a stained, thin mattress. An old chest of drawers stood behind the door, with a chipped, spotted mirror on top and a timber, ladder-backed chair squeezed into the corner. Jemma stared around, distress written all over her face.

‘Heaven spare me!’ Agnes exclaimed. ‘As if I haven’t enough to do in this house without having to be saddled with a half-witted serving girl. You’d better pull your weight while you’re here or you’ll be sorry you were ever born. You can start by making up your bed. I presume you can make a bed?’

Jemma nodded uncertainly.

Agnes pointed towards the pile of old, frayed sheets and a stained blanket, and stomped out. Jemma slowly made up the bed, feeling a little dismayed by the dreary-looking linen. Then she had to lie down to recover, her headache returning in full force.

Agnes soon returned, grumbling and groaning as she dumped an enamel pitcher of warm water into a bowl on the chest, beside a handtowel and a pile of clothes.

‘Make sure you have a good wash,’ directed Agnes. ‘The mistress can’t abide filth. Then get dressed and come down to the kitchen.’

Jemma nodded but could not obey – she wondered how she could possibly have a good wash with a bowl of water and a handtowel!

When Agnes left she stared around helplessly, taking in the claustrophobic atmosphere of the cramped, stifling room. The air pressed down on her, crushing her spirit. The panic welled up again, and Jemma began to weep, sobbing as though her heart would break.

‘Did Agnes scold you?’ asked Georgiana from the doorway. ‘She often scolds me too. I hate it. Please don’t cry so much. You’ll make yourself ill.’

Jemma sat up, smearing the tears from her face with her palms and sniffed. ‘I … I just want to go home, and I don’t know how.’

Georgiana came and sat beside Jemma on the bed. ‘I’ve never been up here before,’ she confessed. ‘It’s not very nice, is it? I don’t think I’d want to sleep here either. Do you remember anything about your family?’

Jemma rubbed her forehead.

‘Yes, but I just don’t quite know how I got … here.’

Georgiana examined Jemma critically. ‘Aunt Harriet thought you couldn’t be respectable because of your strange clothes. She says you’re a nursemaid, but you don’t look like a serving girl to me.’

Jemma glanced down at her clothes – long black leggings, a black smock dress over a long-sleeved white T-shirt and ballet flats. She compared her outfit to Georgiana’s starched white dress, ruffled white pinafore, black stockings and buckled shoes. It was then she noticed that Georgiana was wearing a creamy ivory pendant on a thin, gold chain.

Jemma reached out her hand and gently picked up Georgiana’s pendant. Yes – it was an ivory rose, almost identical to the one she wore around her own neck. The recognition sent a shiver down her spine.

‘You’re wearing an ivory rose?’ asked Jemma, dropping the pendant back into place.

‘Yes, it was my mother’s. Her name was Rose, so my father had it made for her. I never take it off.’

‘I have one too,’ Jemma confided, lifting her own pendant and showing it to Georgiana. ‘Except the chain on this one is broken.’

Georgiana cried out in surprise, her face beaming. ‘That’s remarkable. They’re almost the same except yours has yellowed – it looks very old. They could be twins. Where did yours come from?’

Jemma didn’t know what to say. Would Georgiana think I’m mad if I told her I’d found it in this very house more than a hundred and sixteen years in the future?

‘Um … I found it … wedged in a hidden cavity in an old house. It looked like it had been lost there for over a hundred years.’


‘That sounds very romantic,’ enthused Georgiana, clasping her hands under her chin. ‘I wonder how it came to be there? What a shame the chain has broken.’

There was a loud clang from downstairs. Georgiana suddenly looked frightened and jumped to her feet.

‘Quick,’ she urged. ‘Agnes might be coming. You’d better get dressed, before Agnes roars at us both.’

Georgiana smiled quickly at Jemma and then raced away out the door.

Jemma sighed and carefully tried to stand. She felt faint and woozy. Gradually her head cleared again, and she was able to examine the stack of clothes on the chest – a black dress with buttons down the front and full skirts to midcalf, a white apron and cap, cream stays, white knee-length drawers, two plain petticoats, white collar and cuffs, black cotton stockings, grey shawl, black leather boots and a straw bonnet.

Slowly, Jemma began to dress herself, ignoring the layers of underwear but pulling on the stockings, dress and boots. The stockings were loose and rolled down her legs, and the buttons were fiddly and hard to manage.

Jemma clutched the pendant tightly. It was the only familiar thing in this peculiar, old-fashioned place.

Agnes clanked up the stairs, huffing and wheezing. She took one look at Jemma, then at the big pile of clothes that Jemma hadn’t put on.

‘Good Lord spare me,’ Agnes wailed, rolling her eyes to heaven. ‘If she doesn’t think she’s a fine lady who needs to be dressed like an infant. Why’re you only half dressed? The mistress’ll throw you out on your ear in the streets if she catches you walking around half naked like that.’


Jemma glanced down at her dress, then at the remaining pile of strange clothes helplessly.

‘Oh, take off that dress,’ demanded Agnes. ‘And get dressed properly.’

Jemma obeyed, undoing the buttons again with trembling fingers. Agnes passed her the drawers, then the stays and showed her how to hook it up across her chest. Next the petticoats and the dress – more fiddly buttons. Agnes showed her how to attach the white collar and cuffs, and then the garters to hold the stockings up, all the while groaning and complaining. Lastly, Jemma’s hair was pulled back, Agnes roughly examining it for lice, and confined under a starched white cap.

At last Jemma was dressed to Agnes’s grudging satisfaction. She nodded gruffly. ‘Now follow me down to the kitchen and I’ll give you your instructions.’

Jemma followed Agnes down the two flights of backstairs and into the kitchen. The kitchen looked quite different – a big pine table in the centre of the room, pots hanging from the mantelpiece, a coal-fired stove in the hearth, a pine dresser stacked with china and shelves of accoutrements, and a gaslight burning in the corner.

A young girl sat beside the table with a pile of potatoes in front of her, which she was peeling with a sharp knife. The girl had huge brown eyes in a thin, freckled face, framed by damp brown hair. She was wearing a similar outfit to Jemma’s, but the dress was swimming on her and the white cap was crushed and askew. When she grinned at Jemma, she revealed a set of crooked, stained teeth.

The girl cried out as she sliced her thumb, blood dribbling all over the tumble of white potatoes.


‘Oh, you stupid girl, Connie,’ bellowed Agnes. ‘Clean up that mess or I’ll box your ears. If I’d wanted blood in my potatoes I’d have sliced your fingers myself.’

Connie pulled a quick face at Jemma as she scurried past to the scullery to fetch a wet cloth.

Agnes sat down in the vacated timber chair, signalling for Jemma to stand beside the table. Jemma fiddled nervously with the ruffle of her apron, gazing out the window.

Agnes frowned. ‘Firstly, you must always stand still when you’re being spoken to, with your eyes on the mistress and your hands motionless,’ she instructed. ‘The mistress can’t abide fiddling. Always reply “ma’am” or “sir” or “miss”, when speaking to your betters, and never speak to them unless they ask you a question first.’

Jemma stilled her fingers obediently, and returned her gaze to meet the cook’s. Agnes glared at Jemma, ensuring she was paying attention.

‘A servant should always be invisible,’ insisted Agnes. ‘If you meet the mistress or one of her guests while you are going about your work, you should step aside, lower your eyes to the floor and make yourself as small as possible. Never turn your back on the family members; walk out of the room backwards. When accompanying the mistress in public, you must walk a few paces behind her, carrying any shopping or belongings.’

Right, thought Jemma, I must be silent and invisible.

‘You must not hang pictures or display personal belongings in your room. There must be no laughing, no singing and no gossiping with the other servants in the house,’ continued Agnes sternly.


Jemma felt a giggle rising up her throat. This is ridiculous. Surely this must all be some terrible nightmare and I will wake up any moment in my own bed.

‘You must never receive visitors,’ admonished Agnes, frowning as though she sensed Jemma’s wandering thoughts. ‘Fraternising with male members of staff or having male followers is strictly forbidden and will result in instant dismissal. You will get the afternoon off on Sunday after lunch, if you have completed all chores, and you will get one day off per month. Any breakages or damages will be taken out of your pay. Be assured that even a broken teacup will take you weeks to repay!’

One day off per month! thought Jemma. What happened to weekends!

‘You must be ready to start work at 6 am – dressed and ready to make my morning tea. You will help me prepare breakfast for the household. Your chores include lighting the fires, sweeping and black-leading the grate, carrying coal to fireplaces from the basement, washing and dressing Miss Georgiana, taking Miss Georgiana for her daily walk, cleaning her room, emptying the chamber-pots and making the beds.’

Ewww – emptying chamber-pots! She must be kidding!

‘Dirty laundry must be removed to the washhouse – the laundry maid comes on Thursdays. You will help me in the kitchen with washing up, scrubbing pots and preparing meals. You should be finished your work by 10 pm and may then retire to your room, however you must not retire until all chores are completed.’

Jemma’s head spun with all this information. How would she ever remember it all? She caught sight of Connie, the scullery girl, behind Agnes. Connie was pulling faces and yabbering away with her one good hand, making fun of Agnes’s incessant instructions. With great difficulty, Jemma repressed the giggle that rose to her lips.

‘We only have three live-in servants now – when the master was alive we had many more but, like everyone, we’ve had to economise.’ Agnes paused, staring at Jemma intently, obviously expecting her to say something. Jemma swallowed.

‘Ahhh, yes,’ Jemma offered lamely, ‘it’s tough times.’

‘Lord, spare me from these half-wit slum girls,’ Agnes proclaimed, throwing her hands up in disgust. ‘Don’t be flippant – you’d know what tough times were if we’d left you back out on the streets. You can start by scrubbing out that burnt pot.’

Agnes flounced out of the kitchen with a loud sniff.

Jemma leant at the sink, where a pot stood soaking in hot water. She half-heartedly rubbed at the base with an iron-bristled brush.

‘Not like that,’ whispered a voice behind her. ‘Do it like this or Agnes will tan your hide and hang it out to dry.’

Jemma swung around. Connie stepped forward and grasped the brush, loading the bristles with soap, then scrubbed it back and forth over the burnt-on scum. Jemma noticed the skin on Connie’s hands was split with angry red cracks, her nails ragged and chewed.

Despite her small stature, she was strong. Large black flakes of burnt muck came away from the pot easily, floating in the greasy, grey water.

‘It’s usually my job to scrub the pots,’ Connie confided. ‘Sometimes I think Agnes burns them on purpose just so I have something to do. Agnes would hate to see us sitting around! It’s Agnes’s mission in life to make sure the devil has no opportunity to lead us astray.’

Connie grinned at Jemma cheerfully. Jemma returned the smile, then took the brush back and tackled the grunge, scrubbing harder, puffing for breath.

‘How long have you been working here?’ Jemma asked after a few minutes of silent toil.

Connie sighed, pushing a long, lank strand of hair out of her eyes. ‘I’ve been here two years now – I started when I was ten,’ she confessed. Connie sucked her cut finger and rubbed a spot of blood off the table.

‘I’m one of seven children, and my ma needs my wages to feed the little ones,’ Connie continued, her knife skimming the potatoes expertly. ‘My pa lost his job at the candle factory about four years ago when the depression got really bad. He looked for work for months, then finally he decided to go outback searching for jobs.’

Connie scraped the peelings into an iron bucket at her feet.

‘At first Pa sent us a bit of money every now and again. Then the money stopped, and we haven’t heard from him for two years. Ma tells everyone he died.’

Connie smiled ruefully. Jemma’s heart flipped. She couldn’t imagine her dad running off and leaving her mum to raise seven children by herself. Then again, she couldn’t imagine herself having to work from the age of ten to support a gaggle of siblings either.

‘What about school?’ Jemma asked. ‘Aren’t you far too young to be working?’


Connie shrugged, tossing a peeled potato in the ceramic bowl.

‘I went to the public school at Annandale till I was ten,’ Connie admitted. ‘I was really good at lessons, and my teacher wanted me to train as a teacher’s assistant. She said I’d be good. But there was never enough food. Ma worked two jobs – cleaning offices early in the morning, then in the boot-making factory during the day, but women only get paid half as much as men, and there were eight mouths to feed.

‘So my sister and I had to leave school.’ Connie’s voice betrayed no sign of self-pity. ‘My sister got a job at the boot factory with Ma, so at least she still lives at home. Ma thought it best if I worked as a maid so I get my food and board. I see them every Sunday afternoon, and Ma cooks a special dinner. Sometimes Miss Rutherford lets me take some leftover bread or meat scraps home for them.’

Connie pulled a comical face at Jemma. ‘That’s if old Agnes is in a generous mood!’ she joked, rolling her eyes. Jemma couldn’t imagine Agnes ever being in a generous mood.

Jemma felt a rising sense of anger. ‘That’s not fair!’ she cried. ‘You should be at school. It’s no life for a child slaving away as a scullery maid.’

Connie put her knife down and gazed at Jemma.

‘It’s better than starving, Jemma,’ replied Connie quietly. ‘It’s better than watching your brothers and sisters slowly starve. I know how that feels, and it’s a whole lot worse than working as a scullery maid.’

Jemma bit her lip. She had never known what it was like to be truly hungry. Jemma attacked the burnt pot with renewed fury, swirling the filthy, black-speckled water down the drain hole.
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A brass bell jangled in the kitchen, over the door. There was a row of bells with brass plates below, indicating which room was ringing for attention.

‘It’s the mistress in the small sitting room,’ observed Agnes. ‘You might as well go and see what she wants. Remember what I told you – silent and invisible. And for goodness sake, tidy your hair and cap before you go.’

Jemma obediently tucked her hair back under her cap and wiped her wrinkled, wet hands on her apron as she answered the summons.

Miss Rutherford sat at a small desk, writing letters. Georgiana was sitting on a stool, reading aloud from a leather-bound book of Tennyson’s poetry.

Miss Rutherford gestured to Georgiana to stop reading. She glanced over at Jemma and nodded approvingly, noting the transformation in her appearance. Jemma ran through the list of instructions in her head: maintain eye contact, don’t fiddle, don’t speak unless required to answer, be invisible.

‘That’s much better, Jemima,’ approved Miss Rutherford. ‘Doctor Anderson is on his way to visit my niece. I’d like you to take her upstairs now and prepare her for bed. Make sure Georgiana has her afternoon medicine. Agnes or Connie will tell you what to do.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’ Jemma nodded to show she had understood.

‘I hate that medicine,’ complained Georgiana. ‘It makes me feel worse.’

‘Georgiana, you must not argue with me,’ replied Miss Rutherford patiently. ‘Doctor Anderson knows what is best for you. He has ordered bed rest, lots of fluids and medicine twice a day. Now please, be a good girl and go back to bed, or the doctor will be most upset with me.’

Georgiana stood up, resigned to her instructions, and placed the volume of Tennyson on the sideboard. She couldn’t risk upsetting her aunt. Miss Rutherford turned back to Jemma.

‘My niece has been very ill – I expect you to keep her as quiet as possible,’ instructed Miss Rutherford. ‘Do not overexcite her. And make sure you follow the doctor’s instructions to the letter. Her life may depend upon it. That will be all.’

Jemma retreated, keeping her back to the door, and Georgiana followed her.

Once outside, Georgiana turned and climbed the stairs, dragging her feet.

Upstairs, Jemma had the same odd sensation of the house being totally familiar yet so very strange. She followed Georgiana into the middle bedroom, which would in a hundred and sixteen years become Sammy’s. It looked quite different, and Jemma realised that it was significantly larger without the bathroom and built-in wardrobe on the right.

The room was pretty with a white iron bedstead, a green-and-blue patchwork quilt, an ornate cedar dressing table with a mirror, a jug and bowl covered in garlands of pink roses and a green damask upholstered armchair. In the corner was a white wicker doll’s pram containing a large china doll with a rosy painted face, a crimson velvet dress and perfectly curled brown ringlets.

Agnes was already there, standing impatiently by the window. ‘Come now, Miss Georgiana,’ she scolded. ‘Hurry up. I don’t have all day.’

Georgiana sat on the edge of her bed to remove her black stockings and shoes.

‘Put them away,’ Agnes ordered gruffly, gesturing to the cedar wardrobe in the corner of the room. Jemma folded the stockings and placed them in a drawer full of similar items. She neatly stowed the shoes next to a pair of embroidered slippers.

Agnes took a small brown bottle from the dressing table and carefully measured a few crystalline grains into a glass, topping it up with water from the jug. She handed it to Georgiana, who dutifully sipped from the tumbler, her lips pursed with distaste. Agnes nodded with approval.

‘You help Miss Georgiana into bed,’ Agnes said. ‘I have dinner to cook. Make sure she drinks all her medicine, then sponge her down, dress her in her nightgown, put away all her clothes, then come downstairs. You’ve a pile of vegetables to chop and a stack of dishes to wash, so don’t dawdle, girl. If you take a moment more than you should, you’ll be feeling my wrath with a wooden paddle about your shoulders.’

Jemma reluctantly nodded her agreement. No-one had ever spoken to her like this, and she didn’t like it.

Georgiana took another teensy sip from her glass.

Agnes bustled away downstairs, secure in her position as chief tormentor and brow beater of Rosethorne.

Jemma turned back to Georgiana, examining her closely. Georgiana put the half-filled glass on her bedside table with a grimace and untied her pinafore. She turned, offering the back of her dress for Jemma to unbutton.

‘What’s wrong with you?’ asked Jemma delicately, taking a sponge from the dressing table and wetting it in the bowl. ‘Are you sick?’

Jemma clumsily sponged Georgiana’s face and hands. She felt awkward bathing the girl as though she were a baby. Georgiana took the sponge from Jemma and continued washing herself.

‘The last few weeks I’ve been having terrible headaches and griping stomach pains,’ Georgiana confessed, running her hand across her belly. ‘Aunt Harriet has called the doctor, but he’s not sure what’s wrong with me. I’ve been vomiting a lot, feeling quite light-headed and sleepy. It’s nothing really – I’m sure it’s just one of those peculiar agues that are spread around. I seem prone to them.’

Georgiana pulled the dress over her head and donned a white cotton nightgown.


‘Your aunt seems to be very worried about you being sick?’ probed Jemma.

Georgiana rolled her eyes dramatically. ‘Yes. Aunt Harriet is a worrier – she’s Mama’s sister. She came to live with us when Mama died, to look after me. When Papa died, Aunt Harriet became my guardian.’

‘Do you like your Aunt Harriet?’ asked Jemma, folding the discarded dress slowly to give her more time to question Georgiana.

‘Of course I do, she is Mama’s sister – I must love her. Although I wish she wouldn’t make me take so much medicine. She is always anxious that I might die like Mama and Papa, so she protects me from everything, and wraps me up and keeps me quiet.’

Georgiana sighed, flicking one of her ringlets over her shoulder.

‘It was much more fun when Papa was alive,’ Georgiana explained. ‘Then I could ride my pony and play in the park, and go for carriage rides and picnics. Now I cannot even go out into the garden in case I take a chill.’

Jemma tried to imagine how stifling and boring it would be to have her whole life prescribed like this.

‘Look, here are the photographs of my mama and papa.’ Georgiana held out a double silver frame with sepia portraits of her parents, which sat on her bedside table.

Her father looked very serious, with a thick moustache, slicked-back hair and a stiff necktie and jacket. The woman looked very much like Georgiana – curly brown hair piled high on her head, a high-throated, pintucked blouse and a narrow, belted waist. Jemma imagined she had a merry twinkle in her eyes.


‘Is your mother wearing your ivory rose pendant?’ asked Jemma, noticing a delicate necklace around the woman’s neck.

‘Yes,’ Georgiana replied. ‘She never took it off, which is why I’ll wear mine always.’

Jemma fingered her own ivory rose tucked inside her black servant’s dress.

Georgiana climbed under the bedcovers. She glanced at Jemma imploringly. ‘Please don’t make me drink my medicine. It really does taste horrid and makes me feel so sick.’

Jemma sniffed the concoction in the glass. It smelt bitter and unpleasant. Jemma thought quickly. She glanced towards the open door, then strode to the window. She opened the sash and tipped the liquid out.

‘Shhhh,’ warned Jemma with a sympathetic grin. ‘Don’t tell anyone.’

Georgiana beamed.

‘Thank you. I won’t tell, I promise. I think it will be fun having you live here.’

Jemma felt as though she’d been punched in the stomach. ‘I won’t be here long. At least I hope not! I’ve got to find a way home somehow!’

Georgiana squeezed Jemma’s hand in sympathy. ‘Your memory will come back soon. You can tell me everything you remember and that might help you.’

Jemma’s smiled wavered.

‘It’ll be so nice to have someone to talk to,’ Georgiana continued. ‘It gets so boring stuck in bed all day.’ She thumped her pillow in frustration, trying to make it comfortable under her restless head.


‘I’d hate that too,’ agreed Jemma. ‘Why don’t I come back when I can and talk to you?’

‘Would you?’ begged Georgiana, her voice alight with hope. ‘That would be lovely. Aunt Harriet sometimes reads to me from the Bible, which I must confess does make my head ache worse. Aggie is always too cross to do anything for me, and Miss Babot was lovely but Aunt Harriet sent her away for filling my head with nonsense.’

Aggie? thought Jemma. Wasn’t Sammy’s ghost friend, Georgie, scared of Aggie? Maybe it’s Aggie who’s the murderer.

‘Who is Miss Babot?’

‘She was my governess,’ Georgiana offered with a sigh. ‘Papa chose her to teach me when Mama died, but Aunt Harriet sent her away two months ago. She was the kindest, sweetest governess, and I loved her dearly, but Aunt Harriet disapproved of her teaching. It was not suitable for a “proper young lady”. I started getting sick soon after she left. At first I thought it was heartsickness, but I just grew worse and worse.’

Jemma gave Georgiana a hug. ‘Don’t worry, Georgie,’ she assured her. ‘I’ll look after you. I’ll find out what’s wrong.’

‘Georgie – that’s what Mama and Papa called me … I love that name.’

Jemma patted Georgiana on the shoulder and ran to the door. A cross Agnes would be scolding her soundly, if not beating her, at this rate.
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Back in the kitchen Agnes set Jemma and Connie to work polishing all the silverware. There were mounds of it, and Agnes checked each piece meticulously. Jemma had to do most of hers again because she had missed some miniscule speck or smudge, which earned her a sound scolding from Agnes.

Relief came when the bell rang again, but this time it was the front door.

‘That will be the doctor,’ Agnes predicted, holding a candelabra up to the window to see if she could find any hidden tarnish. ‘Jemima, go and let him in – show him up to Miss Georgiana’s room. Wait while he does his examination, then escort him down to the sitting room to see Miss Rutherford.’

Jemma opened the front door to reveal a sandy-haired, middle-aged man with a moustache and round belly, carrying his leather medical bag in one hand and his hat and cane in the other.

‘I’m Doctor Anderson,’ he said. ‘I’m here to examine Miss Georgiana.’

‘Come in … ah, sir,’ beckoned Jemma, showing him into Georgiana’s room. Jemma stood quietly by the door observing everything.

‘Good afternoon, Miss Georgiana,’ the doctor greeted, his eyes twinkling kindly as he laid his things down on the end of the bed. ‘How are you feeling today?’

‘Bored,’ Georgiana answered crossly. ‘I’m so tired of being in bed and staying quiet. I just want to go out and have some fun.’

‘That’s a good sign,’ agreed the doctor cheerfully. ‘If you’re bored then you must be feeling better.’


Doctor Anderson unpacked his bag, taking out a stethoscope and a thermometer. He listened carefully to Georgiana’s heart, took her pulse and temperature.

‘All seems fine,’ remarked Doctor Anderson with a frown. ‘You seem quite well today.’

Jemma’s mind was bubbling with questions. If someone had murdered Georgiana, did her illness have something to do with it? Could it be the medicine Doctor Anderson prescribed her that was causing the sickness? Perhaps Doctor Anderson had accidently given her the wrong dosage – or could it have been deliberate?

‘Excuse me, doctor,’ asked Jemma politely. She pulled herself taller to look older and more responsible. ‘What exactly is wrong with Georgiana? I’ll be taking care of her, so I’d like to know what you think.’

The doctor looked surprised – it was obvious he was not used to being asked questions, particularly by young serving girls. He took his stethoscope off and folded it neatly back into his bag. Jemma thought he was not going to answer her question. The doctor glanced at Georgiana, a worried expression on his face, then back at Jemma, summing her up. He seemed satisfied.

‘I wish I knew,’ he answered truthfully. ‘It’s frustrating for a doctor not to know why a perfectly healthy young child suddenly falls ill recurrently. Georgiana has been prone to vomiting with neuralgia, or, in layman’s terms, violent stomach cramps and frequent headaches. She seems to have remissions of a week or two, then falls ill again.’

He pushed his spectacles up to the bridge of his nose, peering at Jemma thoughtfully, as though reassuring himself that he was doing the right thing discussing his patient with her maidservant. Jemma smiled at him, encouraging him to continue.

‘We now know that most gastric illnesses are caused by bacteria, which is why cleanliness of the sick room is absolutely essential,’ insisted Doctor Anderson. ‘Everything should be thoroughly scrubbed every day with carbolic acid. The patient needs to be regularly bathed as well with soap and warm water.

‘The patient needs fresh air, light and warmth. You should keep the window open slightly so the air can circulate and a fire burning in the grate to keep her warm. She needs simple, nourishing food, such as chicken broth, mutton broth or gruel.’

Georgiana pulled a face – she was obviously tired of invalid food. ‘I’m sure a couple of lamb chops and creamy mashed potato would be much better for me.’

Doctor Anderson smiled indulgently. ‘Definitely not lamb chops,’ he replied. ‘Maybe in a few weeks when your digestion is stronger, Miss Georgiana. You just need plenty of rest and good food to build your strength.’

He turned to Jemma.

‘I’m glad you are here to help look after Miss Georgiana. Her aunt, Miss Rutherford, has been working tirelessly to look after her, and I fear she has been feeling the strain. It will do her good to have some of the worry alleviated.’

The doctor suddenly looked at Jemma with renewed interest.

‘I know who you are,’ he exclaimed. ‘You’re the young girl who was run over this morning by Miss Rutherford’s carriage.’

‘Yes. My name is Jemma Morgan.’


‘Young Edward said that your parents couldn’t be found and that you have lost some of your memory?’ probed the doctor.

Jemma swallowed, fighting down the fear. ‘I hit my head,’ she explained hesitantly. ‘I’m not quite sure how I got here.’

‘That’s not unusual,’ Doctor Anderson assured her. ‘It’s quite common to have some memory loss after a head injury – usually you’ll fully recover most of your memory in a few weeks. You may never recover the memory of what happened immediately before and during the accident, though.’

The doctor’s reassurances were not really helpful, since Jemma’s concern was not really with her memory but whether she could return to the future where she belonged. She twisted the ivory pendant between her fingertips.

‘Do you mind if I examine you briefly? I want to make sure you don’t have a serious concussion or brain inflammation.’

Jemma remembered Mrs McKenzie’s suggested cure for that ailment – a shaved head and leeches!

‘I just had a headache for a while, but I’m feeling much better now.’

Doctor Anderson checked her eyes, pulse, temperature and heart rate before asking her a few questions. He ran his fingers lightly over her scalp. Jemma winced when he touched the bruise on the back of her head.

‘You seem a model of health,’ the doctor pronounced. ‘Well nourished and very tall for your age. Most working-class girls of your age would be quite a few inches shorter, and significantly undernourished.’


He means skinnier, Jemma thought wryly to herself. Well, I guess hunger would do that to you!

‘I’m sure you’ll be completely recovered in a couple of days, but please tell me if you have any concerns,’ Doctor Anderson continued. ‘I’m sure that, in no time at all, both you and Georgiana will be up to the usual mischief of girls your age.’

Georgiana and Jemma smiled conspiratorially at each other. Doctor Anderson’s eyes twinkled with amusement.

‘In the meantime, I think Georgiana is well enough to get up for a couple of hours and engage in some quiet activities, and perhaps Jemma can keep you company for awhile – that might help with the boredom, do you think? I will instruct Miss Rutherford that I prescribe some fresh air on the verandah, and perhaps a few card games.’







[image: image]



Agnes was very put out that her new helper was to keep Georgiana company, rather than scrub the bathroom. Miss Rutherford felt that the girls’ time would be better spent working on embroidery than card games, but when Miss Rutherford left to pay her afternoon calls in the carriage, driven by Ned, Georgiana and Jemma escaped to the front verandah, away from Agnes’s prying eyes.

They sat in white cane chairs with a small table between them, Georgiana with a rug over her knees. Jemma looked in dismay at the sewing basket, with its rainbow skeins of embroidery silk and the fine Irish linen, which they were expected to embroider with daisies and forget-me-nots.

‘I can’t sew,’ confessed Jemma, ‘and I couldn’t embroider anything to save my life.’

Georgiana laughed, tossing her half-completed handkerchief back in the basket.


‘It’s boring, isn’t it? But Aunt Harriet insists that all ladies should be able to embroider exquisitely. Why can’t you sew? I thought all girls were taught to sew. Didn’t your mother teach you?’

Jemma shook her head emphatically, trying to imagine her mother threading a needle.

‘No way. I don’t think Mum can sew either.’

‘So who made your clothes, or mended them when they tore?’ asked Georgiana. ‘Or did you have a servant to do it?’

Jemma shrugged.

‘No, we’ve never had servants. We just buy all our clothes ready-made, and if we tear them we throw them away or put them in the charity bin.’

Georgiana stared at Jemma aghast. ‘You throw out clothes instead of mending them? What a terrible waste!’

‘I suppose so,’ agreed Jemma. ‘I’ve never really thought about it. I guess in my time … I mean, my family … we throw away lots of things that we shouldn’t.’

‘Shall we play cards?’ asked Georgiana, pulling out a pack that she had hidden in the bottom of the sewing basket. ‘We could play cribbage or old maid?’

‘I don’t know those games,’ Jemma confessed, moving the sewing basket down onto the floor. ‘Do you know either fish or spit?’

Georgiana gazed at Jemma in consternation.

‘Spit?’

Jemma picked up the cards and shuffled them. She quickly dealt out the cards face down into five piles for each of them.

‘The object is to get rid of all your cards as fast as you can,’ explained Jemma. She dealt out the remaining cards into two separate piles. ‘This is your spit pile.’

Jemma flipped over the first card from her spit pile so it was face-up in the centre. Georgiana copied.

‘Now look to see if you can throw out any of your top cards.’

Neither of them could throw out a card.

‘Spit again!’ instructed Jemma. Both girls flicked out another card.

The girls played a few practise rounds and Georgiana quickly got the hang of it. Soon they were both shrieking with laughter, racing to flip, spit and throw down cards, slamming their hands down on the smallest pile.

In the last round, when there was only one pile left, Jemma slammed her hand down hard, just a second too late, on top of Georgiana’s.

‘I win, I win,’ shrieked Georgiana. ‘That was so much fun. Far more exciting than tedious old cribbage, although it’s a terrible name for a card game. I’ve never even heard of it. Who taught it to you? Do you remember?’

Jemma remembered playing the game many times at Ruby’s kitchen table on rainy afternoons, or in front of the fire with her dad. The memory was painful. Jemma’s face closed down.

‘I … I don’t remember.’

Georgiana leant over and squeezed her hand. ‘Don’t worry. Everything will be all right. Your memory will return and we’ll get you back home again, I promise.’
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In the evening, Jemma and Connie helped Agnes cook dinner – a lamb pie with mashed potatoes and peas for Miss Rutherford and mutton broth for Georgiana. The mahogany dining table had to be set exquisitely for one – heavy silver cutlery, cut crystal glass, ironed white damask cloth and napkin, blazing candles in the candelabra and silver condiment containers. Agnes rapped Jemma over the knuckles with a heavy spoon because a knife was crooked and the napkin imperfectly placed.

Jemma had to carry the broth up to Georgiana’s bedroom on a tray with her evening medicine. There was no time to stay and chat, but once again Jemma tipped the medicine out the window, earning a grateful smile from the invalid.

Then it was time to serve Miss Rutherford’s dinner in the dining room. All the dishes were placed separately on the table – the whole pie, the dish of peas and the silver salver of mashed potato. Jemma carried in the heavy tray, arranged it on the table, served a portion to Miss Rutherford, then cleared the whole table when she had finished.

The aroma of the food made Jemma’s mouth water – but she was not to be fed yet. A serving of Miss Rutherford’s leftover pie had to be carried out to Ned in the stables. Jemma then made coffee for Miss Rutherford and served it in the drawing room.

By the time she and Connie sat down to eat at the kitchen table, the pie was cold and congealed, the potato unappetising, and the peas mushy and overcooked. Connie didn’t seem to mind, tucking in with gusto, but Jemma lost her appetite, pushing the soggy food around her plate with a fork.


Then there were pots to be scrubbed, dishes to be washed, tables to be wiped, the fire to be banked to keep the coals alive until the morning, and food to be stored.

Finally, Agnes sniffed her approval and told Jemma and Connie they could retire for the night.

The servants had to use the outhouse in the garden instead of the indoor bathroom. Connie led the way, carrying a kerosene lantern, then trudged up the backstairs to the little attic bedroom. Jemma politely waited outside on the landing so Connie could have some privacy while she undressed.

‘I’m in bed,’ Connie called softly. ‘You can come in.’

Connie had curled up in bed facing the wall. All that Jemma could see of her was a long plait of brown hair on the pillow and a frilled nightcap tied on with ribbons.

Jemma stripped off her heavy, hot boots and thick black stockings with relief. She struggled to undo the many tiny buttons of her dress and the fiddly hooks of her stays with tired, swollen fingers. Her cotton nightdress felt as light and soft as a cloud after the confines of the tight, layered day clothes. Jemma ignored the nightcap and twisted off the lamp light, leaving the room in darkness.

‘Goodnight, Connie,’ whispered Jemma. The only response was the steady, even breathing of sleep.

Jemma crawled into her narrow bed, pulling up the blanket. It smelt of camphor and musty dampness. The darkness pressed down on her suffocatingly. After a few moments, Jemma crept up again and tiptoed to the window.

Outside, the darkness was not so deep. Thousands of stars blazed up in the sky. Jemma could not remember ever seeing so many stars in the sky. They crackled and sparkled and glittered with cold, white light – a sight at once beautiful but ancient and forbidding. They were so, so far away.

Jemma stared into the darkness for ages. She felt completely alone and frightened and helpless. I am more than one hundred and sixteen years in the past. One hundred and sixteen years away from my parents and friends. How did I get here? How will I ever get home?

The panic that had come earlier in the day rushed back with a vengeance. It had been kept at bay all day by her curiosity about this strange world, the busyness of her chores and her attempts to avoid Agnes’s sharp tongue. Now there was nothing to suppress the thoughts and the fear.

A flash of warm, orange light caught her eye, closer to earth. Over where she judged the stables to be there was a light moving, slipping through the cracks in the timber walls, spilling under the door, then shining through the window. It must be Ned. The light bobbed and danced, then flickered away to darkness once more.

Jemma thought of Ned’s kindness that morning, covering her with his coat and carrying her into the house. She thought of Georgiana with her friendly chatter and concern, and her own sad situation as an orphan. She thought of Connie and her cheerful determination to make the best of everything. Perhaps she was not as alone as she thought.

If I could slip back in time, then I must be able to slip forward in time as well. Perhaps I’m here for a reason. Maybe I’m here to help Georgiana? Maybe I’m here to do something special?


Jemma realised her back and legs ached and her head hurt. Her arms hung heavily. She crawled back to the tiny iron bedstead and fell asleep.
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Her head had no sooner touched the pillow, it seemed, than Jemma was being vigorously shaken.

‘Wake up, Jemma,’ demanded Connie. ‘It’s late and Agnes will be furious.’

Jemma opened one eye a slit and glanced at the window. It was still dark outside.

‘Wha’?’ Jemma grunted groggily. ‘It’s the middle of the night. Let me go back to sleep.’

‘It’s five-thirty and you have to get up and make the tea.’

‘No,’ wailed Jemma. ‘Leave me alone.’

‘Jemma – get up at once, or I’ll tip this jug of water over your head.’

Jemma opened both eyes now to be greeted by the determined, thin face of a freckled girl with a frilled mob-cap on her head and a jug of water in her hand, tipping precariously. Memory came flooding back – Connie, Georgiana, Rosethorne, 1895! Jemma was immediately awake, as though Connie really had tipped a jug of freezing water over her head.

‘Get dressed,’ ordered Connie, satisfied that Jemma was awake. ‘I’ll see you downstairs.’

Jemma sighed wearily and sat up. She pressed a hand to the back of her head and winced as she felt the painful bruised lump. Once more she struggled to dress herself in the layers of clothes.


Downstairs Jemma found her way to the kitchen, where Agnes was indeed cross and ready to scold. Connie was down on her hands and knees in front of the stove, cleaning out the silky grey ash.

‘Good afternoon, your Majesty,’ mocked Agnes. ‘Nice of you to join us.’

‘I’m ready to make some tea,’ offered Jemma hurriedly.

Agnes huffed and puffed about the kitchen. ‘The stove’s not even hot yet and I have to cook breakfast.’

Connie showed Jemma how to lug buckets of filthy coal from the coal pile in the cellar up the stairs to the kitchen to feed the greedy flame. The coal was shovelled into the heart of the stove to keep it hot all day.

Jemma hefted a heavy iron kettle over to the scullery tap, filled it with water and placed it on the hob to boil. While the stove heated, Jemma and Connie mopped up the fine black dust and ash that had wafted all over the floor and billowed into the air, settling on the dresser, table and shelves.

The milko called out from the back lane, and Jemma ran out into the oyster-pale dawn with a pail to collect the day’s milk, which was brought in huge urns on the back of a horsedrawn cart. Next delivery was the iceman’s dray, with frozen blocks packed in sawdust and hessian to keep the icebox cold.

The chores followed, one after the other – making tea, cooking breakfast, carrying up Georgiana’s tea and porridge on a tray, serving toast and boiled eggs to Miss Rutherford in bed, clearing away trays, washing up again, dusting, cleaning, polishing.


Later in the morning it was Jemma’s turn to tend to the hungry coal stove in the kitchen, shovelling out the dirty ash and cinders and feeding in fresh coal. The two buckets of ash had to be lugged out to the compost heap behind the stables.

Outside, Ned was in the garden hoeing the rows of tomato plants and lettuce, whistling a tune.

‘Top o’ the morning to ye, young Jemma,’ Ned greeted her. ‘I hope ye’r feeling better?’

‘Yes, thank you,’ Jemma said, putting down her two heavy buckets, glad of the chance to rest for a moment in the sunshine. Ned obviously felt the same way as he leant on the handle of his hoe.

Jemma suddenly noticed a black cat with canny green eyes, staring at her from the shade of the gum tree.

Jemma’s heart skipped a beat. She rushed forward and scooped the cat up into her arms.

‘Shadow!’ she cried joyously. ‘Shadow, how did you get here?’

The cat miaowed and twitched its black tail in answer.

‘Och, tha’ tis my cat,’ offered Ned. ‘Well, at least he moved in with me a couple o’ years ago. I call him Merlin because he looks like a magical cat – a magician’s familiar.’

‘He?’ asked Jemma, her heart falling. ‘Oh. Merlin.’

She sighed.

‘He looks exactly like another cat I know,’ Jemma explained, putting Merlin down on the ground. ‘But her name is Shadow.’

Merlin prowled over towards Ned, who stooped to chuck the cat under the chin.


‘Well, if she comes from around here, they are probably related,’ suggested Ned. ‘I would say old Merlin has fathered dozens o’ kittens. Half a dozen of his progeny live up the corner at the Abbey – the ol’ housekeeper feeds them, and quoite a few of them are black as magic, just loike Merlin. He lives with me in the stables and his job is to keep the rats out o’ the horse grain and keep me company.’

Jemma nodded and stooped to pick up the buckets. Ned nimbly stepped over the vegetable garden fence with his long legs and took the buckets from her.

‘It made ye sad, did it, to remember the cat called Shadow?’ Ned asked gently, strolling beside her, his arm just a few centimetres from hers. ‘Did it remind ye o’ home?’

Jemma nodded, too choked up to reply.

‘Well, at least ye are remembering something,’ Ned encouraged her, tossing the ash from the buckets one by one onto the compost pile. ‘Ye’r memory should come roight back soon, and then ye can go home. Let me know if I can do anything at all to help ye?’

He handed her the two empty buckets with a smile that lit up his cat-green eyes and took up his hoe again.

Ned is so kind, thought Jemma. But there is nothing he can do to help me get home.
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At Miss Rutherford’s insistence, Doctor Anderson came later in the morning to check on Georgiana, who seemed to be perfectly well. After checking her over carefully, Doctor Anderson smiled and packed away his stethoscope.

‘Take care of yourself, Miss Georgiana,’ said Doctor Anderson. ‘I’ll talk to your aunt and suggest that perhaps you are up to a few little walks, now that you have Jemma to escort you.’

‘Would you?’ Georgiana begged. ‘That would be wonderful.’

‘And how are you feeling, Jemma?’ the doctor asked kindly. ‘Any more headaches?’

Jemma thought about how she felt – tired, aching in every muscle, scared and confused.

‘I’m fine, thanks, doctor,’ lied Jemma. It was easier than explaining.

Jemma showed him downstairs to the drawing room where Miss Rutherford was waiting for him by a polished grand piano.

Jemma did not return to the kitchen but loitered in the hallway so she could eavesdrop on the conversation. Jemma was determined to find out if there really was anything wrong with Georgiana.

The doctor spoke in a low, quiet voice so Jemma had to crouch close to the open door to hear him.

‘Georgiana seems better again today,’ explained Doctor Anderson. ‘Her blood pressure and heart rate are normal. I don’t understand what could have been causing the recurrent vomiting and headaches. At first I thought it might be food poisoning, but no-one else in the house seems to have been affected. Likewise, if it was a contagious infection, I would expect others in the house to be infected also.


‘Anyway, as she is so much better, I think it would do her good to get some fresh air and exercise. I suggest that your nursemaid takes Georgiana for a gentle half-hour walk in the park every day and gradually extends the exercise as she builds up her strength.’

‘Surely not, doctor,’ objected Miss Rutherford. ‘The poor child has been so sick. She might pick up another dreadful infection if she goes out walking amongst all those filthy street urchins. That is probably where she picked up the illness in the first place. Her former governess was very lax, taking her gallivanting all over Sydney.’

Jemma shuffled slightly, her leg going to sleep in its awkward, crouching position.

‘Children need exercise and fresh air, Miss Rutherford,’ Doctor Anderson replied gently. ‘I know you are very worried about Georgiana, but you may do more harm than good if you smother her too much.’

‘She’s all I have left, doctor,’ confided Miss Rutherford, her voice choking. ‘I couldn’t bear it if she was taken from me like my poor dear sister and her husband.’

The doctor responded with soothing noises. ‘You worry about her too much, Miss Rutherford. By the way, how are you sleeping?’

Miss Rutherford sighed. ‘Oh, the usual trouble, thank you doctor. I can’t stop worrying about Georgiana and our finances and everything I have to do … My headaches have not been quite so bad this week.’

‘If the pain gets unbearable take a little laudanum to alleviate it, but be careful not to take it too frequently – it can have serious side effects.’

Jemma lost interest in the conversation and crept away before she was discovered eavesdropping.
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In the late afternoon, Agnes, Connie and Jemma sat down at the kitchen table to drink a cup of tea and eat some bread and jam.

‘Now tonight, the mistress is going out to dine with the McKenzies, and it is my evening off,’ Agnes reminded Connie, cradling a teacup in her two large hands. ‘You two will need to look after Miss Georgiana – make her some gruel, make sure she takes her medicine and prepare her for bed. You can serve an evening meal for yourselves and Edward. I expect everything to be done before you go to bed. If it’s not, you’ll both feel my wrath in the morning.’

‘Of course, Agnes,’ Connie assured her, looking demurely down into her teacup. ‘Will you be stepping out with Mr Cooper, the butcher, tonight then?’

Agnes scowled, her lip quivering with injured dignity.

‘No, of course not … Not that it’s any of your concern. I’ll be visiting my … my … mother.’


‘Oh, what a shame,’ commiserated Connie. ‘And poor Mr Cooper did seem so terribly keen on you. I thought he might have proposed by now. He hasn’t started courting Sir Henry’s young housekeeper now, has he? I’ve heard she’s very attractive and only twenty-three.’

Agnes stood up and flounced towards the door, straightening her apron and her pride. Jemma and Connie exchanged a suppressed grin.

‘If you had been going out with Mr Cooper, I was going to offer to take over at six o’clock, so you could spend some time making yourself look beautiful, then escape earlier, but if you’re just visiting your mother, I guess there’s no need.’

Connie cleared away the empty teacups and carried them to the sink. Agnes turned around, looking somewhat mollified.

‘Well, that would be very kind of you, as long as Miss Rutherford doesn’t need me. Jemma, would you go and clear away Miss Rutherford’s tea tray. It’s time to get back to work.’

As the girls washed up the tea things, Connie whispered to Jemma, ‘Hurray! We get a night off without the two tyrants! What can we do?’

Jemma giggled at Connie’s infectious excitement.

‘Sleep!’ suggested Jemma, rubbing the aching small of her back. ‘Maybe have a bath?’

‘Better than that,’ insisted Connie. ‘Let’s have our own little party. While the old cats are away, the young mice should play!’

‘A party! Who would we invite?’

Connie pondered for a moment. ‘We can invite Ned and Merlin the cat.’


‘What about Georgiana?’ suggested Jemma.

‘Miss Georgiana is a problem,’ conceded Connie. ‘She might tell her aunt, which means we’d be in big trouble.’

‘No.’ Jemma couldn’t believe Georgiana would do any such thing. ‘Georgiana would love a party – she’s going out of her mind with boredom being stuck in her room. And I’m sure she doesn’t want to eat gruel.’

Connie thought carefully. ‘All right, you ask Miss Georgiana, and I’ll ask Ned. We can cook a special dinner and play cards. It will be fun.’

So the festivities were carefully planned and the guests invited. Ned had to drive Miss Rutherford to the church manse for dinner, with strict instructions to return at ten o’clock to pick her up. Agnes left out some eggs, bacon and stale bread for supper, then hurried off, wearing her best shawl and bonnet.

Her cheeks glowed and her face almost softened with the anticipation of a rare night off.

Connie checked that Agnes was really gone out the back gate before returning to the kitchen. She glared in disgust at the eggs and bacon on the table.

‘You’d think she’d leave us something decent to eat, like roast beef or mutton chops. How mean is that?’ Connie said.

Jemma rustled around in the icebox. She gave a victorious cry as she discovered butter, cream and cheese.

‘I have an idea,’ Jemma declared. ‘I’ll make a gourmet French omelette, with whatever herbs and vegetables I can rustle up from the garden.’

‘That sounds fancy,’ replied Connie, screwing up her nose doubtfully. ‘I don’t think I’d like Frenchy food.’


‘It will be delicious,’ Jemma assured her, seizing a basket and the gardening shears from a shelf in the scullery. She returned after a few minutes with snipped chives; thyme; a fat, green leek and some tiny, ripe tomatoes.

Merlin the cat seemed to know Agnes was gone, stalking into the kitchen after Jemma with a demanding yowl, begging for food. Jemma scratched Merlin under the chin and fed him some titbits of cheese.

Ned popped his head in through the scullery door, wearing his driving uniform, his top hat in his hands and a cheerful grin lighting his face. Like Merlin, he normally never came in if Agnes was in charge of the domain.

‘I am going to drive Miss Rutherford now,’ warned Ned. ‘I should be back in half an hour, by the toime I unhitch the horses.’

As soon as the front door closed behind Miss Rutherford, Jemma raced up the service stairs to call Georgiana down.

‘I thought she’d never go!’ complained Georgiana. ‘Look, I’ve found some chocolates that Mrs McKenzie brought me last week.’

The two girls clattered down the stairs. Connie had set the kitchen table with a jug of lavender from the garden, the second-best silver, linen napkins and pretty floral china. Georgiana arranged the chocolates on a bonbon dish in the centre.

‘The table looks beautiful,’ cried Georgiana. ‘This is going to be fun – and best of all, no gruel!’

‘That reminds me,’ replied Jemma, picking up the small glass vial of medicine on Georgiana’s supper tray and tipping the contents down the sink. ‘Whoops – I spilled it. Sorry!’

Georgiana smiled in delight.

Jemma set Georgiana and Connie to work chopping bacon, leek and tomatoes, while she whisked eggs and cream together. Jemma completed all her preparations so that everything was ready to cook when Ned returned.

Ned came bearing gifts – two bottles of iced ginger ale. He opened one and poured them all a glass.

‘May ye have warm words on a cold evening, a full moon on a dark night, and a smooth road all the way to ye’r door,’ toasted Ned, lifting his glass up to the girls. ‘Sláinte.’

‘Sláinte,’ the girls chorused before sipping. The drink was cold and bubbly, a refreshing mix of sweetness and spicy ginger.

Everyone chattered while Connie toasted the bread over the fire and Jemma fried up the bacon, leek and tomato with fresh herbs. Then she added the whisked egg mixture, crumbling in shavings of cheese and a few twists of the pepper grinder.

Connie fed Merlin scraps of bacon rind under the table, then he curled up to sleep in front of the fire.

Ned and Connie looked slightly askance as Jemma served up the creamy, slightly runny omelette on top of the warm toast.

‘Where did you learn fancy French cooking?’ asked Connie suspiciously.

‘It’s not really fancy. My dad taught me to make omelettes – we often have them for breakfast on the weekend.’ Jemma felt a pang in her heart as she thought of her parents and home. She firmly pushed the thought away, not wanting to spoil the light-hearted atmosphere.

‘Aye, tis grand,’ Ned assured her between mouthfuls.

‘And no gruel or broth in sight!’ added Georgiana. ‘Heaven!’

After dinner, Ned and Georgiana cleared the table and washed up. Then they all sat down to play a boisterous round of cards, gambling with chocolates, with much laughter. Georgiana kept eating the bets and Connie seemed to have all the luck, winning time after time.

At last Jemma won a round.

‘ACB!’ she exclaimed, throwing her cards down triumphantly.

The others stared at her in surprise.

‘ACB?’ asked Georgiana, raising her eyebrows quizzically. ‘What does that mean?’

‘Oh … ummm – amazing comeback. You know when you’re losing and then suddenly you come from behind and win? It’s, well … an amazing comeback.’

The others giggled, shaking their heads at Jemma’s funny, strange ways.

Connie grabbed up the cards and shuffled them expertly, dealing out another hand.

‘Well, then it’s my turn for an ABC,’ predicted Connie.

‘ACB, not ABC!’ corrected Jemma, giggling. Connie’s prophecy proved to be correct, and she easily won the next round.

Ned threw his cards down on the table in despair, pushing away his last chocolate.

‘Well, tha’ tis me. Connie has had the divil’s very own luck tonight. I vote we have some cheery music and a little dancing.’


The four pushed through the kitchen door, into the front of the house, and gathered around the grand piano in the front drawing room. Georgiana pulled up the bench and began to play a lively Scottish ballad. The others soon joined in enthusiastically, singing the lyrics over her shoulder.

They were all out of tune and singing at different speeds, but they had fun.

Then Connie and Ned danced a jig, kicking up their heels and swinging each other gracefully around the room. Jemma clapped her hands in time to the music.

For the next song, Ned grabbed Jemma by the hand and pulled her into the centre of the room.

‘No, no Ned,’ Jemma protested, trying to push him away. ‘I can’t dance – at least not the way you do.’

‘Ah, Jemma, give it a try,’ begged Ned, bowing over her hand. ‘Tis not hard.’

Jemma felt clumsy and slow compared to Ned. Her feet couldn’t keep up with the music. She was used to slow, graceful ballet, or free-moving rock, not the fast tempo and intricate steps of an Irish jig. Jemma pulled away, laughing helplessly at her own clumsiness.

She preferred to watch Ned, his feet flying until they seemed to be a whirring blur, his arms aloft, a wide smile on his face. Connie took Jemma’s place, holding up her flowing skirts and petticoats, her face creased with concentration.

Then Ned pulled out his harmonica and played a jaunty tune while Georgiana and Connie danced. Jemma’s feet started tapping and, before she knew it, she was joining in the dance, making up her own steps, swishing her skirts and humming the tune. Then Connie played the piano once more and Ned danced with Georgiana.

After several songs, the girls’ hair was slipping from their pins and tumbling down their backs. Their faces were flushed and shone with perspiration. Georgiana flung herself back on the sofa, breathless and hot.

‘Oh, that was simply the best fun I’ve had in ages! Ned, you play the harmonica so well.’

‘And ye, Miss Georgiana, play the piano beautifully.’

‘Isn’t it lovely how much fun you can have just playing music, singing and dancing?’ Jemma puffed. ‘I think I could dance all night.’

Georgiana wiped her brow, pushing the tendrils of hair away from her face. ‘What about you, Jemma? Can you play something?’

‘I used to play the piano for a while – not very well – but now I have flute lessons, and sometimes play the guitar with my friend Ru–… One of my friends.’

Georgiana jumped up. ‘My papa played the Spanish guitar,’ announced Georgiana, heading to the door. ‘His instrument is in his old study.’

‘No, Georgie,’ Jemma said. ‘I don’t play very well.’

Georgiana returned brandishing an old, well-loved guitar.

‘Come on, Jemma,’ urged Georgiana. ‘It’s your turn to play for us.’

Jemma flushed, shaking her head in embarrassment.

‘Please, Jemma,’ begged Georgiana with a winning smile. ‘I haven’t heard the guitar played since Papa died. I used to love it when he played for me.’

Jemma glanced around at Georgiana, Ned and Connie. They all joined together, urging her to play.


Reluctantly, she took the instrument and tested the strings, tightening the ivory pegs to tune them. She thought quickly through the repertoire of songs she had played with Ruby. One of their favourites was ‘Lost in the Moment’ by the young, up-and-coming Australian singer Daniel Lee Kendall.

She strummed the introduction, nodding her head to the familiar beat and tapping out the percussion on the body of the guitar with her fingertips. Immediately, she felt like she was back in Ruby’s bedroom, sitting on her bed, listening to the CD and singing the words at the top of their voices.

‘You were wearing your pretty white dress. You wore it with your pretty smile. I was trying to do my best to see you smile your pretty smile at me …’

Jemma’s voice wasn’t trained, but she sang with passion, losing herself in her memories and the catchy tune.

‘Oh, I got lost in the moment and nearly told you all about how I … I think I’m falling … I think I’m falling … I think I’m falling … for you …’

Jemma suddenly paused on the chorus and remembered her audience. Georgiana, Ned and Connie all stared at her with faintly puzzled looks. Jemma stopped and flushed red to the roots of her hair.

Of course. How stupid of me! thought Jemma, biting her lip. It doesn’t sound anything like nineteenth-century music. I should have played something classical, like Mozart or Beethoven, but I don’t know any classical guitar music.

‘That was just something my friend and I loved to play and sing,’ explained Jemma, putting the guitar down hurriedly. ‘You wouldn’t know it.’


‘No,’ replied Connie bluntly, shaking her head. ‘I’ve never heard any song like that.’

‘It was pretty,’ Georgiana added hurriedly. ‘But what does “falling for you” mean?’

Jemma flushed again, staring at her hands clenched in her lap. ‘Oh, you know … falling in love …’

‘Ye are a daft lass,’ teased Ned with a grin. ‘I have ne’er met anyone quite loike ye. A nursemaid who plays the flute and the guitar, and sings love songs and cooks fancy French omelettes.’

Georgiana and Connie laughed and nodded in agreement, but their smiles were friendly.

‘And your memory must be starting to come back,’ added Georgiana. ‘That’s an excellent sign.’

Ned picked up the harmonica and played another jaunty tune, recapturing the light-hearted mood of the evening. Jemma was grateful to have the attention taken away from her.

The grandfather clock in the corner chimed the half hour and everyone glanced at it expectantly.

‘Well, tis half-past nine and the witching hour,’ decreed Ned. ‘I must be gone to hitch up the horses and fetch the fair princess from the ball.’

‘The ogre more like it,’ snorted Connie. ‘And I suppose Ogre Agnes will be home soon, too. It’s time for us all to turn back into pumpkins.’

Georgiana sighed, straightening her skirts with the palm of her hand. ‘The evening went by so quickly.’

Connie stood up and started plumping the cushions on the sofa.


‘Well, fair lasses, I must be gone, so I bid ye farewell with a lovely old Irish blessing.’

Ned struck a theatrical pose by the doorway, one arm held over his eyes as though searching the distant horizon. In a deep, dramatic voice he recited:


May the road rise up to meet ye.

May the wind always be at ye’r back.

May the sun shine warm upon ye’r face,

and rains fall soft upon ye’r fields.

And until we meet again,

May God hold ye in the palm of His hand.



Connie snorted. ‘Until we meet again, over breakfast!’

‘Thank ye, fair Jemma, for a most delicious French feast.’ Ned took Jemma’s hand in his own and bowed over it with a flourish, as though she was a high-born lady and he an aristocratic lord.

Jemma responded with her best ballet curtsey, her hand curled upwards over her heart and one leg tucked behind the other.

‘It was my pleasure, Ned.’

Ned laughed, waved and disappeared out the door, whistling.

Once Ned had left, the light and excitement and joy disappeared with him. Connie and Jemma had to return, with a sigh, to the task of tidying up all evidence of their illicit, fun-filled night.
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The days rolled by that week, each one following the same pattern as the one before, working from dawn until late at night – scrubbing floors, making beds, dusting, ironing, sweeping and polishing lamps. Jemma was not called to take Georgiana out walking, and in fact had little time to spend more than a few minutes with her each day.

Jemma sighed, faced by a huge pile of dirty pots and pans soaking in hot, soapy water. She had her sleeves rolled up, suds to her elbows and dribbles of sweat running down her face.

‘What, still going with those pots?’ scolded Agnes. ‘You must be the slowest maidservant I’ve ever come across. Leave those for the moment. The mistress wishes you to go up to the haberdashery to see if her embroidery silks have come in yet. She also has a package she wants collected from the apothecary.’


Jemma’s heart leapt at the thought of escaping the house and walking in the spring sunshine.

‘Do you know where the haberdashery is, in Booth Street?’ Agnes asked.

Jemma nodded. Her heart skipped in excitement. Booth Street – I wonder how it looks in 1895?

‘Well, at last you seem to remember something!’ exclaimed Agnes. ‘Go and tidy yourself up, take a basket and, for goodness sake, don’t forget your bonnet.’

Agnes gave her clear instructions on how to find the necessary shops and what to do once she found them, all in her scolding, nagging voice, as though speaking to an exceedingly stupid foreigner.

Jemma raced upstairs, washed her face and hands, unrolled her sleeves and took off her sopping apron. She tied her bonnet, collected the basket and was soon walking out through the back garden. Clean, white laundry flapped on the clothes line, scenting the air with the smell of lye and soap.

On the left was the kitchen garden – a neatly fenced plot of vegetables and herbs growing in neat furrows, carefully hoed and weeded by Ned. Tomatoes, peas and beans grew on tripod stakes against the wall. Rows of lettuce, cabbage, carrots, turnips, parsnips, beets, cucumbers and capsicums thrived in the sunshine. Bees buzzed amongst the sprawling mounds of thyme, sage, oregano and lemon balm.

Jemma felt like singing as she gazed up into the deep blue sky. A flock of white-and-yellow cockatoos swooped, calling raucously. Jemma had never seen so many cockatoos together before.


‘Hello, cockies,’ she called softly, smiling at the brilliant colours. She pushed the irksome bonnet off her head so that it fell down her back, hanging by the ribbons.

‘Ye’r sounding very happy this grand morning,’ called a familiar Irish voice.

Jemma glanced quickly to the stable in the corner of the garden, leading onto the back laneway.

Ned was sitting in the sunshine outside the stables, polishing a huge mound of leather harnesses. He had a rag in one hand, a bottle of linseed oil in the other and a mischievous glint in his green eyes. Merlin sat beside him, licking his paws and cleaning behind his ears. Jemma could hear the snuffle and stamping of Sugar and Butterscotch inside in their stalls.

‘Oh, hello, Ned,’ replied Jemma, a flush racing up her neck. Why, oh why, do I blush every time Ned speaks to me? He must think I’m an idiot.

Jemma leant down to stroke Merlin’s back to hide her confusion. Merlin miaowed and arched his back under her palm.

‘Where are ye off to so happy, I wonder?’ Ned asked, rubbing the reins with the oily rag between his brown, calloused hands.

‘Miss Rutherford wants me to run some errands in Booth Street, and it is such a beautiful morning. I couldn’t wait to escape from the piles of filthy pots and endless dishes!’

‘Skiving off? Grand. Old Agnes is a fire-breathing she-dragon, isn’t she?’

Jemma giggled at the image of Agnes breathing fire, smoke coming out her ears, with huge, scaley, green paws, sharp claws and crimson eyes.


‘She’s terrifying all right,’ agreed Jemma. ‘She thinks I’m completely useless.’

‘Do not let her worry ye,’ advised Ned, smiling. ‘She is a bully all roight, so if ye stand up to her, she’ll back down.’

‘I can’t imagine standing up to Agnes.’ Jemma shivered at the thought. ‘I think she’d tear me limb from limb. I’d better get going or she’ll be chasing me all the way down Johnston Street breathing fire!’

‘Well, enjoy ye’r walk then,’ offered Ned, sloshing more oil on his rag. ‘Do not lose ye’r groceries on the way home or Agnes will really have something to say.’

‘I won’t,’ replied Jemma, smiling back.

Jemma continued out the back gate into Piper Lane – a narrow service laneway that ran behind all the Johnston Street mansions. To walk to the shops she should turn left. Jemma stood at the gateway, staring to the left, then the right. To the right was the route she would normally go home, to Breillat Street. Jemma glanced quickly back at Rosethorne, then made up her mind. Hoisting her basket into the crook of her elbow, she hurried out the gate and turned right.

On the corner, she passed the imposing sandstone towers and crenellations of the Abbey – the largest and grandest of the Witches’ Houses. So familiar, yet subtly different. Across the road, the view was a complete shock. Instead of the row of tiny Federation terraces and semis she usually walked past, there was a wrought-iron fence then vast, landscaped gardens and a glimpse of a large house, partially hidden by trees.

Jemma hurried up the hill, away from the Abbey, beside the timber-paved roadway. A woman in shabby long skirts, with a tattered shawl covering her head, nodded to Jemma as she walked the other way. A group of small, barefooted boys, wearing caps, shirts and long shorts, were crouched in the gutter playing marbles. A messenger boy scooted past on a bicycle.

In a few minutes Jemma was in her own street – Breillat Street. She could recognise very little. The dirt street was potholed and littered with mounds of horse manure. Some of the blocks were vacant and weed-infested, heaped with rubbish and broken implements, chickens scratching around in the dirt. The houses were shabby with peeling paint, the verandahs boarded up with scrap timber, the shutters broken.

Jemma walked along tentatively, her basket over the crook of her arm, trying to recognise her house.

Small, grimy children in ragged clothes were playing barefoot in the dusty road, skipping ropes and bowling wooden hoops along with a stick. They called out, shrieking with laughter as a hoop escaped and bounded over to Jemma, crashing into her leg.

Jemma picked up the fallen hoop and held it out to one of the little girls who was wearing a patched dress, her sunken face filthy. Jemma noticed the girl was very thin, with stick-like limbs.

‘Here you go,’ Jemma offered, smiling.

The child snatched the hoop, poking her tongue out and escaping back to her friends.

An older girl watched from the steps of the house that would one day be Jemma’s. The girl had a dirt-coloured shawl wrapped around her thin shoulders; a drab, stained skirt; frayed petticoats and old elastic-sided boots that looked a couple of sizes too big for her. She was sewing buttons onto a snow-white shirt, its brightness glaring among all the grime.

‘What’re you staring at?’ the girl asked rudely. ‘You’ll catch flies in your mouth if you leave it hangin’ open like that.’

‘Oh, sorry,’ offered Jemma. ‘I was just looking at the house. I … I used to live here.’

‘Poor you,’ sniffed the girl. ‘It’s a dump all right. Funny. I don’t remember you, and I’ve lived here for a few years now.’

‘I wouldn’t call it a dump.’ Jemma smiled at the girl, trying to win her over. ‘I loved living here – I had a lovely view of the sunset from my window.’

The girl paused in her sewing and nodded.

‘Oh, you lived upstairs at the back then. We used to have the whole of the downstairs, with the Watsons living above us, but then Pa lost his job at the soap factory and we couldn’t afford the rent no more. We just have the front room – there’re four families living here now.’

Jemma’s eyes widened in surprise. Four families living in the little house I share with Mum and Dad?

The girl snipped the cotton with her scissors and started on a new button.

‘The house is a bit different from when I lived here,’ offered Jemma.

‘It must’ve been a long time ago then,’ agreed the girl. ‘The landlord hasn’t spent a penny on the bloomin’ place since he moved out. The toffs used to live here, but they moved out to a snootier suburb a few years ago. They decided the place was getting below them with all the riffraff moving in – so they rented it to us. Now we’re the toffs of Breillat Street.’

The girl laughed at her little joke, ruefully examining her own drab skirt.

Jemma’s eyes scanned the sandstone house. It did look neglected. One of the window panes was broken and patched with the side of a timber packing case. The paint on the door was dirty and peeling. The front garden was filled with weeds, and a scrawny chicken scratched for grubs.

On the left-hand side was a single-storey cottage, which Jemma realised was the original part of Ruby’s house. On the right-hand side was a number of timber slab huts, which looked like they had been built from offcuts and packing cases. Through the open door of one of these makeshift huts, Jemma could see a woman stirring a large iron pot over a wood fire.

‘Who lives there now?’ Jemma asked, pointing to Ruby’s house.

‘Ma Murphy,’ replied the girl, tossing her head with some disdain. ‘The baby farmer.’

‘The baby what?’ asked Jemma in some confusion.

The girl rethreaded her needle, biting off the cotton between her chipped teeth. She shoved the needle through the material forcefully.

‘The baby farmer,’ the girl repeated with some irritation. Jemma obviously still looked confused.

‘Don’t you know anything? Poor women and unwed mothers pay her to look after their babies,’ explained the girl. ‘Well, she takes their hard-earned money, but there’s not much looking after that goes on. If they’re lucky, the poor wee mites die in a few weeks. Most of them die before they’re more than a few months old.’

Jemma felt sick. Baby farming! Babies dying in a few weeks.

‘No!’ Jemma exclaimed. ‘You can’t be serious!’

‘Oh, yes I am,’ retorted the girl. ‘Why’d I lie about something like that. You was the one who asked me!’

‘How many babies does she look after?’

The girl shrugged her thin shoulders. ‘Eleven, maybe twelve at a time?’

Jemma glanced over at the quiet, neighbouring cottage – shabby, neglected and poverty stricken like all the others.

‘It doesn’t sound like there are twelve babies next door?’ Jemma asked doubtfully.

The girl nodded her head firmly, shaking out the shirt in her hands.

‘Luckily, she gives them laudanum or gin to keep them quiet. You should hear the racket when she goes out and forgets to come back and dope them. It gives you a fair headache. Ma said she’d complain to the constable if she left them screaming for hours. And the smell!’

Jemma shook herself mentally. She had trouble absorbing the information. She remembered that laudanum was an old-fashioned drug made of opium and alcohol, which had been very common in the nineteenth century. Her English teacher had told her that many famous poets, such as Coleridge, had become addicted to it. It was inconceivable that anyone would give that to tiny babies!

‘She goes out and leaves twelve babies by themselves?’ demanded Jemma. ‘She drugs babies to keep them quiet? She gives them gin? No wonder so many die! That’s disgraceful.’

The girl on the step shrugged, her needle steadily plying in and out of the soft fabric.

‘What’s it to you?’ she asked. ‘Babies die all the time. Ma’s lost two, and it weren’t from lack of love. They just took sick with the whooping cough and faded away. No-one wants those little mites. There’s no-one at all who cares whether they live or die, except Ma Murphy – she mostly makes more money if they die.’

‘No,’ retorted Jemma in disbelief. ‘How could that be?’

‘The mothers pay a one-off fee for her to take the babies. Ma Murphy says she’ll find rich families to adopt them, but if no-one does then it’s expensive to feed them until they grow up. So it’s better for Ma Murphy if they don’t survive.’

Tears stung Jemma’s eyes. ‘Babies shouldn’t die all the time,’ Jemma cried, her lip trembling. ‘Not if they’re looked after and fed properly. It’s outrageous!’

The girl on the step flashed her a warm smile.

‘Ain’t you a funny one? Well, I’d best be off,’ the girl said. ‘Ma’ll be back soon, and I’ve a whole basket of shirts I’ve to sew buttons on today. Ma’ll tan my hide if I don’t get them done in time.’

Jemma suddenly remembered the empty basket at her feet and the errands that Agnes had set for her.

‘Yes, I’d better go too,’ Jemma agreed hurriedly. ‘Nice to meet you. My name’s Jemma, by the way.’

‘I’m Molly. Molly Bryant.’

Jemma waved goodbye and set off up Breillat Street, heading south, her head swivelling from side to side as she took in the scenery.


Coming towards her was a group of older teenage boys with a couple of girls. They were dressed differently to the other men Jemma had seen, with short jackets, tight-fitting trousers with flared bell-bottoms and pointed high-heeled boots. Their girlfriends were gaudily dressed – one in violent orange and the other in bloody crimson, with feather boas draped around their necks. Their skirts were scandalously short, revealing high-topped, lace-up boots.

‘Gorblimey – who ’ave we ’ere then?’ sneered one of the boys, spying Jemma, his hair greased back under his jaunty hat. ‘Isn’t that the little simpleton who was nearly run over by the Rutherfords’ carriage in her underclothes? She looks all prim and proper now, doesn’t she! Goin’ somewhere, missie?’

The gang spread out to block the roadway, jostling each other and catcalling.

Jemma’s heart began to pound. There was a definite sense of menace in his tone and words. She suspected they had been drinking and were looking for trouble. Jemma’s eyes glanced to the left and right, searching for an escape.

‘Come ’ere, little simpleton, and show us yer underwear again,’ called the youth, smacking his lips as he mimed lifting up skirts and dancing.

The girl in the orange dress giggled and twirled her emerald-green boa.

‘Don’t be shy!’ jeered another boy. ‘Come on, prettikins, give us a kiss.’

Jemma’s eyes dropped to the ground and she hurried on, hoping to avoid confrontation.


‘Ya reckon yer too good for us, don’t ya?’ screeched another, cackling with mirth. ‘We’ll show ya not to be so snooty.’

The gang was now closing in on Jemma. Her eyes widened with fear, and she was breathing quickly, heart thudding. There were seven of them against one. She started to run.

The first boy caught her by the arm and dragged her close, breathing rum fumes in her face. He stank of body odour, cigarette smoke and rancid grease. He dug his fingers into her arm with one hand and picked up the ivory rose pendant on its gold chain between the fingers of his other hand.

‘That’s a pretty little trinket,’ he snarled. ‘Too good for a servant girl. Did ya steal it from yer mistress? I’d better take it from ya and see if I can return it to its rightful owner.’

Jemma’s arm ached from the pressure of his hand. She felt sick from his stinking-hot breath in her face and the menace in his tone.

‘Let me go,’ Jemma cried, snatching the ivory pendant back and pushing his arm away. ‘Let go of me at once.’

The boy shoved her roughly. Jemma stumbled and fell to the ground, knocking the breath from her and bruising her knees. The boys closed in. She was surrounded by a wall of pointy-toed boots that all looked ready to kick her.

‘Stow that. Don’t ya push me around, you little simpleton. I’ll teach ya some respect.’

Jemma curled into a ball, protecting her head. She was terrified. What were they going to do? Kick her to death? Kidnap her? How could this be happening? Her face stung where she’d grazed the ground.


‘Jemma! Jemma!’

From up the street, Jemma heard her name called and the sound of galloping hooves. The wall of boots shuffled and parted.

‘Good day to ye all, my lovely lads,’ cried a familiar, lilting voice. ‘My mistress has sent me to find our young serving lass. Looks loike she’s got herself lost again. Up ye come now, lass, before our mistress calls the constable again.’

Jemma sat up, dazed. It was Ned, of course, with his lovely Irish brogue. He was mounted on Butterscotch, bareback. He nodded to the lurking boys, who scuffed their boots in the dust. The girl in the crimson dress twirled her feather boa and smiled coquettishly at Ned. He ignored her, holding his hand down towards Jemma.

She struggled to her feet obediently, picking up the overturned basket. The boys nearest her moved away.

‘Climb up on that wall there, lass,’ suggested Ned. ‘Butterscotch is a bit high for you to mount from down there.’

Jemma’s legs were shaking as she clambered onto the wall. Would the boys attack her again? They were still seven against two. Ned pulled Jemma up behind him.

‘Grand. Hold on round my waist, lass. Butterscotch has a broad back – ye should not fall.’

Ned clicked his tongue and kicked his heels into Butterscotch’s fat belly. She ambled forward through the silent group of teenagers.

‘Are ye all roight then, Jemma?’ Ned asked in a worried tone. ‘Ye’r shaking like a field of barley in a breeze.’

‘Y-yes. I think so,’ replied Jemma, a sob of relief cracking her voice. ‘I thought they were going to kill me.’


Jemma sat up straight, feeling uncomfortable to be so close to Ned’s back with her arms around his waist.

‘What were ye thinking, coming up here in the backstreets?’ demanded Ned, his voice harsh. ‘Tis not safe for a lass loike ye. Those larrikins and donahs are naught but trouble. I hope they were just trying to scare ye, but when they have been drinking the very divil takes them, and no mistake. They do not care for anything except their foine clothes.’

‘Larrikins? Donahs?’ asked Jemma. Her voice was still shaky, but she was determined not to cry.

‘There are gangs they call larrikins that roam the streets, especially at night, drinking and making trouble. There’s not much work, and they cannot get jobs, but somehow they steal enough money to keep themselves and their donahs – their lasses – in fancy clothes.’

Jemma lapsed into silence, mulling over what had happened, curious to see all the sights of this unfamiliar world from the safety and height of Butterscotch’s back.

‘Poor lass,’ commented Ned, his tone soft again. ‘Lucky I found ye in time.’

Jemma suddenly realised that Ned had miraculously arrived just in time to rescue her. Was it a coincidence, or had he come especially to find her?

‘How did you know where I was?’ Jemma asked. ‘Why were you riding along Breillat Street just then?’

Ned laughed, twisting his head around to smile at her. ‘I do no’ usually ride bareback in the back lanes,’ he chuckled. ‘I saw you heading off to do your chores in Booth Street, but loike the daft lass ye are, ye went completely the wrong way. I thought of what Agnes would do to ye, and thought I had better follow ye and set ye straight.’

Jemma blushed, furious at being called daft. Luckily, Ned could not see her face behind him.

‘By the time I bridled Butterscotch I had lost sight of ye, then I remembered ye said ye’r folks lived in Breillat Street, so I thought I would have a quick look there – and there ye were, taking on a whole gang of larrikins by ye’rself.’

Jemma took a deep, shaky breath. ‘Thank you, Ned,’ she murmured. ‘It was kind of you to follow after me. I’m very glad you came along just when you did.’

‘Not at all, lass,’ Ned replied. ‘I seem to be making a habit out o’ rescuing ye loike a damsel in distress. Now I am going to rescue ye from the wrath o’ Agnes and give ye a lift up to Booth Street. We’ll canter through the backstreets to make up some time, so hold on toight.’

Ned clicked and Butterscotch broke into a trot, then a lumbering canter, like a huge rocking horse. Jemma clung on tightly to Ned’s waist as the decrepit cottages and derelict hovels of the backstreets sped behind them.
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As they made their way towards the main intersection of Annandale, where Johnston Street crossed Booth Street, a bustling crowd began to grow.

Jemma watched, entranced as the scene unfolded.

The wide roads were swarming with horsedrawn traffic – drays, carts, chaises, carriages, sulkies and buggies. Pedestrians and bicycles darted amongst the traffic. Fashionable women wore large feathered hats, long skirts and jackets with puffed leg-o’-mutton sleeves, while poorer women wore more practical versions, their heads covered with simple shawls or bonnets. Men wore caps or bowler hats and dark three-piece suits. The road was dusty and rutted, paved with timber blocks and littered with steaming piles of pungent horse manure.

A steam tram trundled down Booth Street on its iron rails, horn blasting to clear the way. Jemma stared at the lively chaos, reluctant to get down from the security of Butterscotch’s back.

‘Hop down here and get ye’r chores done,’ instructed Ned. ‘I will wait for ye and give ye a roide back to Rosethorne, but hurry or I will be late getting back to harness the horses for the mistress’s afternoon visits. Mind the trams now, lass. They cannot stop quickly, and every week some poor soul gets killed tryin’ to run in front o’ one.’

Jemma did as Ned suggested, picking up a parcel of ribbon and thread from the haberdashery and then visiting the apothecary.

The apothecary was a dark treasure trove of shelves piled high with bottles, boxes, canisters, jars and packets. The air smelt of dried herbs, strong alcohol and something sweet and sugary.

‘Good morning, young lady,’ said the teenage lad behind the carved wooden counter, winking at her. ‘Can I help you?’

He had a red, pimply face, ears that stuck out like jug handles and brown hair slicked back with grease. Jemma smiled in return and handed him Miss Rutherford’s note. He quickly perused it and gathered up six small brown bottles and a couple of cardboard packets of pills, which he neatly wrapped in brown paper and string.

‘I’ll put that on Miss Rutherford’s bill then, shall I?’ asked the apothecary’s assistant.

‘Thank you,’ replied Jemma, taking up the parcel and placing it in her basket.

As she was leaving the apothecary, she recognised the striking, white-haired gentleman from the first day she arrived. She stared at him, trying to think why he looked vaguely familiar with his wild mane of hair and his smart black suit and waistcoat. A flashback came to her of a formal black-and-white photograph in her history book.

The gentleman noticed her staring and politely raised his top hat.

Then a look of recognition flashed across his face.

‘Good morning, young miss,’ he greeted her. ‘I know you. Aren’t you the young lady who was knocked down by Miss Rutherford’s carriage last week?’

‘Yes, sir,’ replied Jemma. ‘And I think I know who you are? Aren’t you Sir Henry Parkes? The Father of Federation?’

A beaming smile spread across the old gentleman’s craggy features. ‘Well, that’s a quaint title, and it would be a huge honour if it were true, but alas, despite all our efforts, federation of the Australasian colonies seems as distant as ever.’

Jemma smiled warmly. ‘Oh no,’ she contradicted, a twinkle in her eye. ‘I think the states will vote for federation in just a few years. In fact, Australia will celebrate the new century by becoming a Federation on New Year’s Day, 1901.’

Sir Henry laughed merrily. ‘Well, aren’t you a charming soothsayer? I hope that you are proven right, although I wish that it might happen sooner than that.’

Jemma thought back to her history lessons.

‘No – the states all squabble over who will have the most power,’ Jemma explained. ‘They suspect New South Wales of a conspiracy to seize power from the other states. Then, of course, Sydney and Melbourne fight over which of them should be the capital, because they both believe they should be the most important city in Australia. In the end, we’ll have to build a whole new capital city part way between the two of them.’

Sir Henry’s grin grew even wider. ‘What a wonderful idea! That would solve so many problems. It’s ridiculous – it’s five years since all seven British colonies met in Melbourne and agreed in principle to an Australasian Federation, but since then the arguments have gone around and around in circles.’

Jemma wrinkled her forehead in confusion. ‘Don’t you mean six colonies?’

‘Seven, including New Zealand,’ explained Sir Henry.

‘No,’ Jemma replied with a giggle. ‘New Zealand will never agree to become part of Australia.’

Sir Henry frowned. ‘Do you suppose not? Having separate colonies is so inefficient. We have no hope of defending ourselves against the Russians or French or Germans – they could invade us at any time. Plus, the differing tariff systems are ridiculous, as are all the separate train gauges.

‘If you were travelling from Melbourne to Brisbane, you’d have to get off and change trains every time you crossed a border, and wait while they unloaded and reloaded every box, parcel and envelope … Ridiculous!’

Sir Henry suddenly remembered who he was speaking to. ‘Forgive me, I do prattle on when I start discussing politics. I don’t get the chance quite so often, now that I’m retired. Thank you, young lady, for a very interesting conversation. I do so hope you are right about the Federation. It’d be my dearest wish to see such a thing come to pass. A united Australia would be the Queen of the Pacific. I just pray that I’m alive to see the day.’

Jemma felt a twinge of sadness. Sir Henry wouldn’t live to see the day Australia formally became a nation.

‘In a hundred years, young Australians will learn about you at school,’ Jemma assured him.

Sir Henry looked at her oddly and raised his hat to her with a smile.

‘What is the world coming to when even the nursemaids are talking politics?’ demanded Sir Henry. ‘Next you’ll start preaching to me that women should be allowed to vote. Don’t fill your head with too much nonsense. Remember, it is a woman’s honourable destiny to reign supreme in the home, leaving men to rule in the world of business and politics.’

Jemma laughed, thinking of her world of the twenty-first century.

‘Not for much longer,’ she promised him. ‘One day Australia will have a female Prime Minister.’

‘Heaven forbid!’ exclaimed Sir Henry Parkes. ‘What a ludicrous notion!’

Sir Henry strolled off down the street, raising his hat to acquaintances, nodding and calling out pleasantries. Jemma grabbed her basket of purchases and hurried towards Ned, dodging bicycles, pedestrians, urchins and beggars.

Ned was waiting, his face creased with concern. ‘Whate’er have ye been doing, lass? We really had better hurry now.’

They cantered down the backstreets in silence, Jemma’s arms clasped around Ned’s waist. He pulled up at the bottom of Piper Lane.


‘Tis best if ye walk from here,’ Ned suggested, twisting around to face Jemma. ‘Old fire-breathing Agnes will have a lot to say if she thinks ye’ve been roiding with me. No “fraternising” allowed.’

Jemma nodded and slid off Butterscotch’s back.

‘Thanks again, Ned.’

‘Do no’ mention it.’

Ned rode up the lane, then paused and turned back over his shoulder. ‘Are ye going to Kentville on Sunday afternoon?’

Jemma looked confused. ‘Kentville? Do you mean Kentville Avenue?’

Ned laughed, tossing back his head of black curls. Jemma flushed again at his laughter, thinking he mocked her.

‘No, ye daft lass,’ Ned replied. ‘Kentville is the grand house that belongs to John Young. This Sunday he has a band playing. He opens the gardens and people come from all over Sydney by tram and ferry to wander in the grounds, play bowls, skittles, archery and billiards. Have ye tried archery? Tis grand.’

Jemma thought what fun it would be to escape the drudgery of life at Rosethorne, even if it was just for an afternoon.

‘That sounds wonderful,’ cried Jemma, then her face fell. ‘But I don’t have any money.’

‘Ah, do no’ fret,’ scoffed Ned. ‘T’will be my treat. I will meet ye on the corner o’ Piper Lane after lunch on Sunday.’

Jemma nodded, clutching her basket as Ned rode away. She stared after him, her thoughts churning.
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Back in the kitchen, Agnes was banging pots and pans furiously.

‘At last,’ she snorted. ‘Here’s Queen Victoria herself!’

Jemma hurriedly placed the basket on the kitchen table, her heart hammering with apprehension.

‘Where have you been, you lazy good-for-nothing?’ demanded Agnes. ‘Peering in the windows of the Booth Street stores, I imagine, or sighing after the apothecary’s lad, I’ve no doubt. Get your apron on. The mistress wants us to bake scones for the Ladies’ Auxiliary meeting. You’re to go and wait on all the fine ladies, while I cook dinner. As if I haven’t enough to do without you disappearing for half the day. Tell me you can bake scones?’

Scones! Scones! Jemma hung her bonnet over the back of the chair and pulled her apron over her head.

‘I’ll be back in half an hour, and you’d better be ready to go, with perfectly baked scones.’


Agnes shot Jemma a nasty look and bustled out of the kitchen.

Jemma had never baked scones in her life, but she wasn’t going to let Agnes gloat over her again. Jemma pulled the chair over and stood on it. On the mantelpiece over the fireplace was a battered old copy of Mrs Beeton’s Book of Household Management. Agnes rarely referred to it, but Jemma had noticed Miss Rutherford looking up a recipe for a home remedy a few days ago.

Jemma quickly flicked through the pages on kitchens, servant management and children’s health until she found the baking recipes.

She assembled the necessary ingredients – flour, salt, butter, milk and baking powder – and weighed out the quantities. She sifted together the flour, salt and baking powder. Using the tips of her fingers, she rubbed the softened butter into the flour gently, then added the milk, mixing it altogether into a soft dough. Mrs Beeton’s book admonished her not to knead the dough too heavily. The dough was then rolled out into a flat shape. Jemma used the scone cutters to cut out the rounds and placed them close together on a greased baking tray.

The hardest part was knowing which oven to bake them in. At home, when Jemma had cooked with Ruby and Milla, the recipes had clearly marked oven temperatures. This recipe simply said ‘a hot oven’. With the coal fire, the top oven was hotter, while the bottom oven was cooler. Jemma crossed her fingers, glazed the scones with milk and put them in the top oven for ten minutes.

While the scones were baking, Jemma spooned strawberry jam into a crystal bowl, then whipped cream with the egg beaters until it was light and fluffy, all the while checking the instructions in Mrs Beeton’s book. After ten minutes, Jemma pulled out the tray of scones, which were lightly browned and had risen to little fragrant puffs. She slid them off the hot tray, into a small basket, and wrapped them in a clean cloth. One of the scones split, and Jemma couldn’t resist popping the fragment in her mouth – it tasted light and fluffy and hot.

Jemma was elated that she had created the scones all by herself. She quickly filed Mrs Beeton back on the shelf, tidied away the mess, rinsing the implements and wiping down the pine table.

Agnes bustled in a few moments later.

‘I hope you’re ready to go,’ Agnes grumbled. ‘You’re to take the afternoon tea out to the stables now. Ned is bringing the carriage around the front for the mistress.’

‘I’m ready,’ replied Jemma, hurriedly replacing her flour-smudged apron with a clean, freshly starched one. She picked up her bonnet and took the basket over her arm.

Agnes looked quite put out to find that Jemma was ready to go and that the afternoon tea had been prepared as ordered. Jemma had the feeling Agnes was hoping to find her completely disorganised, up to her elbows in uncooked flour or crying over rock-hard failures.

Jemma smiled to herself and swept out of the kitchen, through the garden to the stables. Ned had Sugar and Butterscotch harnessed to the carriage. He was wearing his driving coat and top hat with a long whip in his hand.

‘Grand,’ Ned called. ‘Ye’r ready to go. The mistress hates being kept waiting. Those scones smell good. Now make sure ye sit with ye’r back to the horses in the far corner and do no’ speak to the mistress unless she talks to ye first.’

Jemma scrambled up into the carriage and Ned flicked his whip, clicking his tongue so the horses stepped out. The carriage rumbled over the rough potholes. In a few moments, Ned pulled the horses up again out the front of Rosethorne, standing by the horses’ heads until his mistress appeared down the stairs.

Jemma used those minutes to quickly tidy her hair back in its bun, straighten her bonnet and apron, and sit up straight.

Miss Rutherford stepped into the carriage, leaning on Ned’s hand, the long feathers on her hat bobbing and swaying. She seated herself on the leather bench opposite Jemma and, without saying a word, busied herself gazing out the window.

The horses moved forward, breaking into a jog, and the carriage rolled away down Johnston Street towards Booth Street. Once more Jemma enjoyed watching the passing scenery, amazed by the strange similarities and many marked differences between the Johnston Street of the nineteenth century and the modern one she knew so well.

The drive only took a few minutes and Ned pulled up outside the Hunter Baillie Memorial Church, with its tall gothic spire, sandstone walls, flying buttresses and leadlight windows.

Ned opened the door and Miss Rutherford climbed down into the roadway, her hand on his strong arm for balance. She beckoned for Jemma to follow. Jemma ignored Ned’s proffered arm and scrambled down with the basket over her arm.


Following Agnes’s instructions, Jemma walked a few paces behind her mistress into the manse across the road from the church.

The door was opened by a young maid, who showed Miss Rutherford into the parlour and Jemma out to the kitchen, where she was to help prepare and serve the afternoon tea.

It was a few minutes later when Jemma was directed into Mrs McKenzie’s parlour. The room was crowded with heavy, dark furniture, cream doilies and wide feathered hats. Eight middle-aged ladies sat in overstuffed armchairs and spindly dining room chairs, their voluminous silk skirts pooling on the floor.

The feathers bobbed and swayed in a complicated bird dance as the ladies gossiped and nodded.

Jemma’s job was to pour out fresh tea and hand around delicate plates of scones and cream, while Mrs McKenzie’s own maidservant worked in the kitchen.

‘I was hoping you might have brought dear Georgiana along today,’ said Mrs McKenzie from her throne in the centre of the buzzing ladies. ‘She could have played the piano for us while we had our meeting.’

Miss Rutherford placed her teacup down on the side table and shook her head sadly.

‘Alas, no,’ replied Miss Rutherford, her face puckered with concern. ‘Georgiana is still far too ill to come visiting. Doctor Anderson is at his wit’s end.’

‘Oh, that’s terrible,’ clucked one of the ladies across the room. ‘The poor child.’

‘Poor Harriet,’ added Mrs McKenzie. ‘Georgiana’s illness has been a terrible strain on you these last few weeks, especially when you remember what happened to your dear sister.’

Miss Rutherford nodded sombrely, her eyes downcast.

‘Has Doctor Anderson no idea what could be causing it?’ asked another woman beside Mrs McKenzie.

Miss Rutherford shook her head, pulling a lace-edged handkerchief from her reticule. Jemma stood still by the side table, pretending to be invisible, her eyes on the floor and her ears opened wide.

‘He … he thinks she may just have a weak constitution,’ Miss Rutherford sniffed, her eyes welling with tears. ‘She seems to catch any trifling illness that is going around.’

‘Doctor Anderson told me he thought she seemed improved this week?’ added another.

Miss Rutherford dabbed her eyes with the handkerchief and blew her nose bravely.

‘Yes, there has been some little advancement,’ she agreed. ‘I am hoping that if Georgiana continues to get better, she will be fit enough to come to church on Sunday.’

‘Let us pray that will be the case.’ Mrs McKenzie clasped Miss Rutherford’s hand encouragingly. ‘We would be so delighted to see Georgiana there.’

The other women nodded, gazing at Miss Rutherford with sympathetic eyes, their feathers bobbing.

‘Poor, dear Harriet.’

‘It doesn’t seem fair for you to have to bear such a burden.’

‘If there’s anything we can do to help, please do let us know, Harriet.’

Miss Rutherford dropped her eyes to the floor and basked in their consideration.


‘More tea, anyone?’ offered Mrs McKenzie, gesturing to Jemma. ‘Harriet, these scones really are delightful. You must send me the recipe.’

Jemma glowed with pride as she poured out more milk and tea into each outstretched teacup.

‘Now we should move on to discussing the church bazaar.’ Mrs McKenzie picked up a list from her side table. ‘I hope it will be our most successful fundraiser yet. Who will be in charge of the cake stall? It is always our biggest money earner.’

‘I would be delighted to run the cake stall,’ Miss Rutherford offered.

‘Are you sure, Harriet?’ asked Mrs McKenzie. ‘Would you rather wait and see how Georgiana is before you commit to such a huge job.’

‘No, no,’ Miss Rutherford insisted. ‘Georgiana would not want me to neglect my duty.’

‘Well, thank you.’ Mrs McKenzie smiled over her list. ‘We all appreciate your hard work and commitment. Now – what about jams and preserves?’

Jemma nearly fell asleep on her feet as the ladies debated tombola stands and sweet stalls back and forth. She was relieved when it was finally time to clear away the teacups and cake plates to the kitchen and go home.

Miss Rutherford was surrounded by ladies squeezing her hand and patting her on the back.

‘Look after yourself, too, dear Harriet. Don’t wear yourself to the bone, looking after Georgiana.’

‘I’m sure Georgiana will be fine, Harriet. Doctor Anderson is an excellent doctor.’


Mrs Mackenzie walked Miss Rutherford to the carriage, arm in arm.

‘Take care, Harriet. I’ll be praying for both you and Georgiana.’
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On Friday, Miss Rutherford had decreed that the staff would bake extra loaves of bread to be distributed to worthy poor families in the area. Agnes supervised while Jemma mixed the yeast, milk and water mixture into a bowl of flour, stirring it with a wooden spoon until it had formed a sticky dough. Agnes added a large pinch of salt, then showed Jemma how to briskly knead the dough to ensure the yeast was thoroughly mixed through the flour.

When Agnes was satisfied with the consistency of the dough, it was set aside in a warm spot and covered with a clean cloth to rise.

Jemma then started again to make and knead another batch of dough, which was set to rise, and then a third, fourth and fifth batch. It was hot, hard work, kneading, punching and stretching the dough over and over again.

When each batch had been sitting for about an hour, Jemma checked to make sure the dough had risen to about double its size. It was then lightly kneaded again, to punch out some of the air, and shaped into a couple of loaves and left for another forty-five minutes to prove again. The loaf tins were lightly greased with butter to stop them sticking, and Jemma cut two incisions on the top of each loaf to help them rise.


Finally, the loaves were slid into the oven and left to bake for about an hour. The kitchen filled with the hot, yeasty aroma of freshly baking bread. At last the loaves were pulled from the oven and turned out upside down to cool. It had taken all morning to bake ten loaves.

Agnes pulled aside one of the smaller loaves and sawed off several thick slices. She passed a slice each to Jemma and Connie, which they ate with thick slabs of molten butter. What a simple meal, but it tasted heavenly. Jemma thought it was the best bread she had ever tasted.

When she had eaten, Jemma was ordered to stack eight loaves of bread in a large, deep basket with four jars of grey-brown fat dripping, all covered by a clean cloth. One of the jobs that Jemma and Connie had to perform each evening was to pour the hot fat from the baking trays into glass jars to cool.

‘Here is the list of the four families who will receive the bread,’ instructed Agnes. ‘You are to visit each one, deliver two loaves and a jar of dripping, then return here. No dillydallying or you’ll be sorry.’

Outside, the weather was overcast and cold with a sharp, strong breeze. Jemma danced out into the crisp air, a knitted woollen shawl wrapped around her shoulders for warmth, happy to be escaping the steamy kitchen and Agnes’s acerbic tongue. She checked the list. One of the families was the Bryants of Breillat Street – that must be Molly’s family, who lived in her own house. Jemma decided to visit there first.

Her feet hurried along the rutted dirt lanes, eager to reach her familiar, old street. Once again, a gang of sharp-faced children were playing outside, shrieking and shouting as they chased each other with sticks and wooden swords. Their dirty bare feet seemed oblivious to the cold. They stopped to watch Jemma’s progress up the street.

One threw a rock that skittered past her feet, sending up a puff of dust. ‘What’cher lookin’ at, fish-face?’sneered another.

A shambling horse and rickety cart stood in the centre of the road, its load covered by a tarpaulin.

‘Rabbitoh,’ bellowed the driver. ‘Come and buy your fresh rabbits. Roast rabbit, rabbit stew, fricasseed rabbit for tea tonight. Come and get your fresh rabbits.’

A couple of women, shawls over their heads, emerged from their dark houses to haggle for their rabbit carcasses.

Jemma climbed the steps of her home – or the house that would be her home in well over a hundred years’ time. It seemed strange that the house was so shabby and crumbling when it was a hundred years newer. She knocked tentatively at the weathered front door.

It was answered in a few moments by Molly, still clad in her dirt-coloured skirt and shawl, with her oversized scuffed boots and frayed petticoats.

Molly frowned for a moment and then smiled. ‘Oh, it’s you.’

‘Hello, Molly,’ murmured Jemma shyly. ‘My mistress, Miss Rutherford from Rosethorne, has asked me to deliver some provisions for you and the other children.’

Molly frowned at the basket over Jemma’s arm. ‘We don’t need that old biddy’s charity,’ she replied stiffly, making to close the door. ‘Ma and I can earn enough to feed the children.’


‘Please, Molly,’ Jemma begged, holding out her hand. ‘Take the bread as a present. Miss Rutherford can afford it – she has so much. Besides, it took me all morning to bake it. I couldn’t bear to waste it!’

Molly grinned at Jemma, a smile lighting up her whole face. ‘Well, if it’s to make you happy, I guess that’s different.’

‘There’re two loaves for you and a jar of dripping,’ Jemma explained, handing the items out of her basket.

‘Dripping,’ cried Molly with delight, smelling the fragrant fat. ‘That will make a nice change from bread and boiled potatoes.’

Connie had explained that her family, like many very poor families, subsisted on a diet mostly of bread and butter, boiled potatoes, bacon, boiled cabbage and peas, tea and beer. There were few vegetables, and meat was reserved for Sundays and holidays. It was no wonder the street urchins looked so thin and rickety.

‘Molly?’ asked Jemma diffidently. ‘Would you mind if I had a peek inside your house? I haven’t seen the place for such a long while; I’d love to see how it looks now.’

Molly looked over her shoulder into the dusty shadows of the hall. She shrugged.

‘Not much to see, really,’ Molly insisted. ‘But Ma’s out delivering shirts, so I guess it’s all right. The little ones are playing in the street.’

Jemma stepped over the threshold, holding her breath. The first impression was the smell – damp, mildewy, greasy and stale. The hall was gloomy, the bare wooden floorboards scuffed and stained. The stairs rose up on the left, leading to darker shadows.


‘This room is ours,’ offered Molly, opening the door to the front room.

In the twenty-first century, this room was Jemma’s mum’s study, painted in pale cream and taupe, with vast white bookcases filled with thick legal tomes and delicate floral paintings on the walls. Elizabeth kept all her files neatly stacked on a wide timber desk.

In 1895, however, the room was living and sleeping quarters to seven people: Molly, her ma and five brothers and sisters. Near the window was a scrubbed pine table with two timber chairs. Stacked on the table were piles of neatly folded white shirts, a sewing basket filled with needles, cotton, buttons and a roll of white cotton material. A single shirt was dropped on the table where Molly had obviously been working on it.

Wooden boxes and crates made up a set of stools around the table, while others created storage cupboards. On the mantelpiece was a tin tea caddy, a chipped blue-and-white teapot, a selection of mismatched china cups and a tattered photograph of Queen Victoria as a young woman.

The only other piece of real furniture was a treadle sewing machine on a small sewing table in the opposite corner. The bedding seemed to be nothing more than a big pile of stuffed sacks and grey blankets stashed against the wall near the small fire grate.

‘Home, sweet home,’ cried Molly, throwing her arms out expansively. ‘It’s not much, is it?’

Jemma stared at the smudged walls, the smoke-stained ceiling, the grimy windows, the clutter on the floor.

‘Do you all really live in just this room?’ asked Jemma, then bit her tongue for her lack of tact. ‘Where do you cook?’


Molly pulled herself up, tall and proud. ‘I told you – we used to rent the whole floor, which had a kitchen, but we couldn’t afford the rent. We cook up a bit of bacon and potato over the fire, or boil up some cabbage.’

Jemma nodded, understanding why Connie was so happy to eat leftovers from Miss Rutherford’s meals.

‘The landlord confiscated most of our furniture to cover the money we owed him,’ continued Molly. ‘Ma had to beg him not to take her sewing machine. It would have been really tough if he’d done that.’

Molly crinkled up her freckled nose.

‘Well, thanks for the bread – I’d better get back to work.’ Molly glanced balefully at the pile of shirts on the table. ‘Ma will expect another shirt finished by the time she gets back.’

‘Do you ever feel sick of all of this?’ Jemma blurted suddenly. ‘Working so hard, struggling to feed your brothers and sisters, living in poverty?’

Molly grinned at Jemma, revealing crooked teeth and a sparkle in her hazel eyes.

‘Course I do,’ admitted Molly. ‘But we have fun too – playing games, telling stories, making up pranks. We’re together, and things’ll get better one day. The boys’ll finish school and get good jobs and make lots of money, and we’ll eat mutton and beef every night. It’ll be grand.’

Jemma grinned back, warmed by the bright optimism in Molly’s tone.
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Back out on Breillat Street, the wind whipped around and Jemma paused to adjust her shawl. Over the rustling of the leaves she could hear the faint sound of mewling, like a kitten or a puppy in distress. She listened closely and realised it was coming from next door, from Ruby’s house – or, as it was now, the baby farmer’s house.

Jemma crept closer. She hefted her basket up her arm purposefully to give her courage. Then she pushed the old wooden gate and entered. From long habit, she ignored the formal front door and took the side path, which led around the back. The mewling grew stronger, then a loud wail sounded, setting off a series of other wails and shrieks.

Jemma knocked on the back door, which stood open. No-one answered. Jemma peered around the door and into a large room.

A wave of stench assaulted her nostrils – the pungent ammonia sting of urine; a stale, sickly smell of sour milk and vomit; a damp waft of wood smoke; the bitter tang of alcohol and an underlying odour of baby faeces. Jemma pulled her apron over her nose to breathe.

The room was dark and hazy, and in the dimness Jemma could make out a dozen boxes and crates lying on the floor. In one box something was moving – Jemma recognised it as a flailing fist. Something wriggled in another box, but most of them were ominously, terrifyingly still.

Jemma stepped into the room and placed her basket on the table. She crept towards the boxes. Each one held a tightly wrapped hump. On closer inspection, Jemma’s fears were realised. Each hump was a tiny baby, swaddled in rags and cloths.

‘What yer doin’ here snoopin’ around?’ barked a voice from the shadows. ‘Who are you?’

Jemma dropped the apron that was covering her nose. Her mind froze, then raced like a torrent.

A woman moved forward, bundled in a crimson shawl and wearing a brightly striped skirt. Her face peered out suspiciously from a frizz of auburn hair.

‘Oh, hello. Ma Murphy?’ gabbled Jemma. ‘My name’s Jemma Morgan. I did knock, but possibly you didn’t hear me? My mistress, Miss Rutherford from Rosethorne, sent me with some bread and dripping. She thought, perhaps, you might need some help with the babies?’

Jemma pulled out a loaf of bread and a jar of dripping as she spoke, offering them out to Ma Murphy.

Ma Murphy sniffed suspiciously. ‘That Missus Rutherford would sooner spit on me than help the likes of me,’ she objected, threatening to spit at Jemma’s feet in retaliation.


‘Oh no,’ proclaimed Jemma quickly. ‘Mrs McKenzie, the minister’s wife, has asked a number of the Annandale ladies to send food to families in the neighbourhood, and my mistress was very keen to participate. She is a strong supporter of the local congregation.’

Ma Murphy took the offered loaf and tore off a hunk of crust, chewing it thoughtfully. She put the bread on the table, then unscrewed the jar of dripping and scraped a dirty fingernail across the surface, licking it tentatively.

‘Well, I’m not one to look a gift horse in the mouth,’ replied Ma Murphy, winking at Jemma. ‘If your mistress sent you here to work, then work you can. This lot should all be changed and fed. It’s tiresome work, but it must be done several times a day.’

She shrugged towards the boxes of babies.

‘First, there’re napkins out on the clothes line that can be brought in,’ directed Ma Murphy, sitting down at the table and carving off a hunk of bread, which she spread thickly with fat dripping. ‘Then the babies can be unswaddled and dry napkins put on to replace the wet ones.’

A trickle of grease dribbled down her chin. Jemma scurried outside to find the clothes line, breathing in deep lungfuls of fresh air. It was a relief to escape the fug inside.

The nappies flapping briskly on the line were dry, stiff and yellow. The reek confirmed what Jemma had begun to suspect – the nappies had been hung out to dry without being washed.

Jemma unpegged the dozen nappies and carried them inside, holding them as far from herself as possible.

‘The nappies appear as though they haven’t actually been washed?’ asked Jemma, tentatively.


Ma Murphy snorted. ‘With a dozen infants to care for, I don’t have time to wash the napkins unless they really need it,’ she asserted. ‘I take it you do know how to change a baby’s napkin?’

Jemma shook her head.

‘Some nursemaid you make,’ Ma Murphy scoffed. ‘Well, I’ll show you how to do the first one. I’ll do Charlie – he’s the sturdiest.’

She scooped up a hump from the nearest box and placed it on the table. Swiftly and expertly she unwrapped the swaddling cloth, revealing a thin, pale baby with a bald, egg-shaped head and frail limbs. He was nothing like the plump, sweet-smelling babies whom Jemma had cuddled in her own time.

The cold air startled the baby, who shrieked and squealed, waving his arms around ferociously, his face turning red as a sun-ripened tomato. Ma Murphy undid a huge pin that fastened the wet nappy, hoiked the baby up in the air by his ankles and whipped another nappy underneath in its place. In a moment, the dry nappy was pinned and the flailing limbs tightly swaddled in the dirty, discoloured cloth.

Jemma’s stomach recoiled in horror. The word ‘squalor’ leapt to her mind. She had never truly understood the meaning of the word until now.

‘Easy,’ taunted Ma Murphy. ‘Now I’ll make up the milk while you change the others. Careful not to prick ’em with those pins. The poor little mites don’t like being stabbed.’

Charlie was still wailing pitifully. Jemma picked up another tiny hump and carried it to the table where she clumsily undid the pin and sodden nappy and tried to refasten the stiff, dry one. This baby lay limp and unresponsive, his head swollen in comparison to his tiny body.

Jemma’s heart flipped. Is he dead? The tiny chest rose and fell almost imperceptibly. Thank God, he’s still alive.

At the other end of the table, Ma Murphy had a large earthenware bowl with a pouring lip. Into this bowl she sloshed some milk from a pail and water from a jug. She stirred in a cupful of soft, white powder, which Jemma hoped was baby formula but somehow suspected it wasn’t. Ma Murphy took a small brown glass bottle and poured a generous slug into her concoction.

‘What’s that?’ asked Jemma curiously as she tussled with the nappy.

‘Ma Murphy’s special recipe – milk, water, lime and laudanum,’ she boasted. ‘Guaranteed to keep the little angels quiet.’

Jemma shuddered with horror. The baby in her hands felt as soft and floppy as a ragdoll, his head unnaturally engorged, every rib protruding from his body.

Ma Murphy poured the solution into a ceramic bottle with a thick-lipped nozzle. She stuck the spout into Charlie’s mouth and he suckled hungrily, glugging down the diluted potion.

Jemma thought she might be sick. Her head pounded. The reek of filth threatened to overwhelm her.

‘Well, so sorry,’ she apologised hastily, resting the baby back in his box. ‘I must be getting on. The mistress expects me to deliver bread to a few more families yet.’

‘I thought you were here to help,’ demanded Ma Murphy. ‘There’s still ten babies to change and feed.’


Jemma washed her hands at the sink, scrubbing them with the harsh lye soap.

‘So sorry,’ repeated Jemma. ‘I must be getting back or the mistress will be furious.’

‘The youth of today,’ scoffed Ma Murphy. ‘No stamina. No work ethic. No responsibility.’

Jemma grabbed her basket from the table and ran for the door and fresh, uncontaminated air. Tears welled up and trickled down her face, and she smeared them away with her apron.

The state of the babies horrified her. She felt shocked and helpless. There must be something she could do to help them – to save them. She had a vision of snatching up an armful of babies and running with them back to Rosethorne. She imagined what Agnes and Miss Rutherford would have to say about that! What was the right thing to do?

Ma Murphy’s strangely familiar words echoed in her head: The youth of today. No work ethic. No responsibility …

She thought of Molly sewing all day to feed her five brothers and sisters. She thought of Connie scrubbing pots and blacking hearths seven days a week to support her family. She thought of Ned shovelling manure, weeding garden beds, polishing tack. Her three friends worked harder than anyone in her day could ever conceive possible. Yet they were all cheerful. They rarely complained and they all had a spirit of generosity.

Her mind churning with thoughts, Jemma raced on to deliver the remainder of her bread and dripping. She hoped no-one discovered that she had given away food to Ma Murphy as well as the four families on her list.
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Carrying her empty basket and huddling into her shawl, Jemma decided to walk back to Rosethorne along the harbour. The wind whipped up whitecaps in the bay and lashed the trees.

The waterfront of Annandale was a world away from the one she knew. The harbour was polluted with run-off from the abattoir at Glebe Island and the neighbouring soap and candle factories, which boiled down the tallow from the carcasses.

The air was foul with the stench of smoke from boiling vats of lard and animal by-products, and the fresher scent of sap, resin and salty water.

On the Annandale foreshore were numerous timber yards where logs were sawn and milled into beams, weatherboards, pylons, posts, shingles and wood blocks, then transported by boat to other parts of the city. Many of the streets of Sydney were paved with wood blocks from the Annandale timber yards.

Jemma paused to watch the men and boys at work. Small boys, who looked no older than Sammy, dressed in rags with bare feet, pushed overladen carts and trolleys piled with timber. A grey-bearded overseer shouted loudly, whacking the boys across their bare calves to make them move faster. A small boy yelped in pain but scurried to push harder.

Jemma was shocked at the number of children working at such hard labour and the cruelty with which they were treated.


Men swarmed over stockpiles of timber, loading carts, rolling logs and feeding the steam sawmills. Cranes lifted loads of sawn timber onto barges. It was a busy, chaotic scene.

Suddenly, Jemma spied a familiar figure in the distance. It was tall, long-legged Ned, striding towards the timber yard perimeter fence, his jacket pulled close against the wind. Jemma went to call out to him, but something about his manner stopped her.

Ned seemed to be furtive, glancing around swiftly, as though checking for observers. He stopped by the fence and was talking hastily to someone on the other side. A hand emerged through a gap in the fence, passing him something. Ned quickly pocketed the small package and then loped off back up Johnston Street towards Rosethorne.

Jemma followed him back slowly, trying to make sense of what she had just witnessed. What is going on? What had Ned been given? Why did he seem to want to avoid detection?
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On Friday afternoon Doctor Anderson came to check on Georgiana’s progress. As before, Jemma stood patiently in the corner, watching over the proceedings. The doctor brought Georgiana a present wrapped in brown paper and string.

‘I thought you might like something to read,’ Doctor Anderson suggested kindly.

Georgiana unwrapped the parcel eagerly. It was a book called The Man from Snowy River and Other Verses.


‘It’s a new collection of bush poems by a writer called Banjo Paterson,’ the doctor explained. ‘Apparently, he’s very good.’

‘Thank you so much,’ cried Georgiana, flicking through the pages.

‘Now, how are you feeling? Have you been sick at all this week? Any headaches?’

The doctor carefully checked Georgiana over, his forehead furrowed with concern.

Georgiana shook her head. ‘Only from boredom,’ she insisted.

The doctor beamed. ‘It’s amazing, you seem to be making a full recovery. I hope this is the last we’ll see of whatever nasty germ has been causing all the problems. I’ll call on you in a few days, or if you get sick again, but I think you should be fine now.’

Georgiana smiled at Doctor Anderson.

Jemma stepped forward to help the doctor pack up his stethoscope and instruments.

‘Doctor Anderson, could I ask you a question?’ Jemma asked tentatively.

‘Yes, Jemma, of course,’ replied the doctor kindly. ‘Is it about your memory?’

‘No,’ Jemma shook her head. ‘It’s about some babies I saw today, who were very skinny but with big, swollen heads. It looked really strange. What could cause that?’

Doctor Anderson sighed and put down his medical bag. ‘Where did you see these babies, Jemma?’

‘There’s a baby farmer, Ma Murphy, who lives in Breillat Street,’ Jemma explained. ‘I took her some bread and helped her with the babies. There were twelve of them, sleeping in boxes. They were very quiet and still. I’m … I’m worried they’re going to die.’

Doctor Anderson pushed his spectacles up onto the bridge of his nose and rubbed his forehead as though he had a headache. Georgiana sat up, listening in horror, her quilt pulled up to her chin.

‘It sounds like some of the infants might have fluid on the brain,’ Doctor Anderson decided. ‘It’s caused by being administered strong narcotics, such as laudanum, to keep them quiet. That, together with malnutrition, would cause the babies to die a slow and agonising death.’

‘No,’ cried Georgiana.

‘How can she do that?’ demanded Jemma, trembling with anger. ‘It’s murder – why doesn’t someone stop her? She’s starving them to death.’

‘That’s barbaric,’ Georgiana added. ‘How could such a thing happen?’

The doctor patted Jemma on the arm.

‘It’s complicated,’ Doctor Anderson explained. ‘Infants die all the time. About one in ten babies will die before their first birthday, and nearly one-quarter of children die before they turn five of some illness or the other.’

‘Why do so many children have to die?’ demanded Georgiana, who had never considered how the poor people lived just a few streets away.

Doctor Anderson sighed, stroking his beard with his forefinger. ‘Georgiana, mostly it is ignorance and poverty. Disease is caused by poor sanitation and poor diet. I’m certain many of those deaths could be avoided with proper medical care and nutrition.’


Georgiana shook her head in disbelief. ‘But what about doctors – surely you could save them?’

‘Many parents can’t afford to call doctors, or they wait until it is too late. Or the damage is done to their tiny bodies before the disease takes hold. Many children are just not strong enough to survive the illness.’

Doctor Anderson closed his eyes and continued rubbing his forehead, as though trying to banish the image of sick and dying children.

‘No, but Ma Murphy is deliberately starving these babies,’ Jemma insisted.

‘If she actually strangled or smothered the babies, then it’s easy to prove murder,’ continued Doctor Anderson firmly. ‘But while I’m sure this woman, Ma Murphy, is neglecting the babies, they may not die, or if they do it would be hard to prove the deaths are unnatural.’

Jemma shook her head in disgust. ‘How can you say that?’ she demanded. ‘You’re a doctor. It’s your job to save lives – not make excuses!’

Jemma ran from the room, her head throbbing.

‘Jemma!’ called Georgiana. ‘Jemma, are you all right?’

Jemma ignored the call and ran down to the cellar to pretend to fetch coal.
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On Saturday morning, Miss Rutherford had a migraine and kept to her bed. Agnes spent the morning fussing over her, carrying up pots of chamomile tea, iced water and wet cloths.

Georgiana was up, but Miss Rutherford kept sending messages via Agnes that she was making too much noise – pacing up and down her room, slamming a book, playing the grand piano – so at last Agnes suggested that Jemma take Georgiana for a walk out of the house to give Miss Rutherford some respite.

‘You’re to make sure Miss Georgiana dresses warmly and stays out of draughts,’ Agnes instructed. ‘Don’t talk to any strange men, and don’t go into the laneways. Some of those larrikins have been known to entice well-to-do children into back lanes and steal the very clothes off their backs.’


Jemma nodded, looking attentive, although inside she was bubbling with anticipation at the thought of escaping the chores.

‘Walk up Johnston Street a couple of blocks to Hinsby Park,’ ordered Agnes. ‘It’s not far. Walk Miss Georgiana around the park a few times, perhaps sit in the shade. It would be good if you could keep her out of the house for an hour or so, but be careful not to tax her strength.’

Both Jemma and Georgiana were overjoyed to escape the confines of the house. Connie gazed after them imploringly – she had to scrub Georgiana’s room with carbolic acid to kill any lingering germs.

‘What do you normally do with your days, Georgie – I mean, when you’re well?’ asked Jemma as they strolled up Johnston Street, passing the long row of imposing Witches’ Houses.

‘Well, when Miss Babot was my governess I did lessons most days – British history, geography, botany, drawing, algebra, arithmetic, reading and writing. Miss Babot used to take me on excursions. We’d go by ferryboat over to Manly or catch an omnibus into the city or to the beach at Bondi. That was fun.’

Georgiana sighed, kicking a pebble along the path.

‘Until a few weeks ago I had lessons twice a week with a dancing master in Glebe and German lessons with a Fräulein around the corner. When I first started getting sick, Aunt Harriet thought it was better if I stayed home, so I’ve read nearly every book in the house.’

‘What about friends? Don’t you get lonely?’ asked Jemma, thinking about the amount of time she spent with her own friends during and after school.


Georgiana stared at her black lace-up boots, which Jemma had polished that morning to a lustrous shine.

‘My aunt doesn’t like me to spend time with most of the children around here. She thinks they’re too common and a bad influence. I used to play with a family that lived next door, but their father’s business went bankrupt a couple of years ago and they moved away. The new family is Catholic and my aunt doesn’t approve of them.’

‘Because they’re Catholic?’ asked Jemma, surprised.

Georgiana nodded.

‘That’s just silly!’

Across the road, Hinsby Park was filled with flowers, neatly kept lawns and rose beds. While pretty, it was hardly an exciting place to visit. Two nannies, covered in shawls and bonnets, sat gossiping on the park bench, high-wheeled perambulators parked beside them. Their older charges ran up and down the path in their royalblue velvet dresses and lace collars, bowling hoops along with sticks. Two matching, fluffy white dogs barked at their heels.

‘Shall we keep on walking?’ suggested Jemma. ‘Are you feeling all right? Perhaps we should walk up to Booth Street.’

Georgiana nodded, her eyes shining.

Once again, Booth Street was a hive of people, horses, bicycles and carriages. A swaying double-decker omnibus, crowded with passengers, rumbled by, the driver flicking his whip at the four magnificent draught horses.

The girls strolled along, peering into the shops, dodging pedestrians and half-starved, slinking dogs. There was the butcher and baker, a musical instrument repairman, the boot and shoemaker, and the photographer. The pub on the corner was already crowded with unemployed men drinking ale and telling yarns.

Hawkers, with laden baskets and barrows, called out their wares.

‘Muffins. Get your fresh muffins.’

‘Apples, crunchy and delicious.’

‘Pies. Hot pies – a penny apiece.’

The grocer sold sacks of flour, oatmeal, sugar and sago alongside matches, candles, twists of boiled lollies and tins of treacle. Next door, the Italian greengrocer proudly displayed mounds of polished red apples, bright oranges, cabbages, onions and potatoes.

‘Shall we visit the costumier?’ asked Georgiana, pointing into another shop. ‘We don’t have any money, but we can look at the goods.’

Georgiana pushed her way into the shop. The interior was dark and crowded with a long timber counter down the centre. Shelves held rolls of muslin sprigged with roses, rich velvets, practical navy serge, heavy lace and pale cottons. Higher up were displayed sun bonnets, straw boaters and broad-brimmed hats.

A laconic shopgirl glanced up from where she was rolling braid, then ignored them.

‘We’d like to look at ribbon, if you please,’ ordered Georgiana imperiously, standing beside the counter.

The girl wandered over and pulled open drawers under the counter that were filled with rolls of satin ribbon, braid and lace trim, in a rainbow of colours and widths. Georgiana ooohed over a wide, periwinkle-blue satin.

The shopgirl had obviously decided they were not worthwhile customers and returned to her braid, nose in the air.

Jemma pulled open another couple of drawers that held dozens of pairs of soft kid gloves and a selection of fringed Spanish shawls made of silk. Jemma ran her work-roughened hand over the fine fabric, marvelling in its soft, rich texture.

Georgiana pulled a crimson shawl from the drawer and draped it around her shoulders, admiring her image in the mirror. This earned her a snooty glare from the shopgirl.

‘Are you quite all right there, miss? Madame doesn’t approve of her merchandise being handled.’

Jemma tossed her head, annoyed by the girl’s superior manner. ‘My mistress is seeking a very expensive present for her aunt,’ she retorted, her own nose firmly in the air. ‘However, there obviously isn’t anything suitable here.’

The girl flushed and hurried forward, her demeanour completely changed. ‘Oh, in that case, perhaps I can show you our paisley shawls, or an ivory fan?’

‘No, thank you,’ Georgiana said flatly, dropping the silk back on the counter, her tone freezing in its civility. ‘But please tell Madame that Miss Thornton called by and was very disappointed that she was not available to assist.’

Georgiana swept out of the shop, followed by Jemma. As soon as the door thudded behind them, the girls collapsed in giggles.

‘What a Miss Toffee-nose!’ Georgiana said. ‘Did you see her face when you said we wanted to buy something expensive? That was hilarious!’


Jemma laughed, clutching Georgiana’s arm.

‘I wonder what Madame will say when she hears your message?’

‘Miss Toffee-nose will be far too scared to tell her.’

The girls hurried down the footway, chattering and giggling.

‘Oh, look, there’s Molly,’ called Jemma. ‘Hello, Molly.’

Molly was carrying a laden wash basket, wearing her usual tattered clothes. A young boy limped along beside her with another huge basket. A flicker of recognition crossed Molly’s face, but when she saw Georgiana her face closed down and she marched on.

‘Molly,’ Jemma repeated. ‘This is Georgiana. Where are you going?’

Molly reluctantly stopped, shifting the basket onto one hip, and nodded stiffly at Georgiana.

‘Tommy and I have to deliver the shirts today,’ Molly explained. ‘Ma’s helping a neighbour who had a baby.’

‘Oh, lovely,’ replied Jemma. ‘Was it a boy or girl?’

‘Boy, but the little ’un died. The mother’s taken poorly and Ma’s trying to save her.’

‘Oh no,’ Georgiana sympathised. ‘That’s terrible – why didn’t they call the doctor?’

Molly shrugged her thin shoulders in resignation. ‘It’s probably just as well. They already have four children and can’t really afford another mouth to feed, or a doctor. Ma’ll help as best she can. If it’s God’s will, the mother will get better. If not, the children will end up in the orphanage, I guess.’

Georgiana looked horrified. Tommy put the heavy basket down on the footpath and rubbed his sore leg.


‘What have you done to your leg, Tommy?’ Jemma asked, trying to change the subject.

‘Nothin’,’ replied Tommy with a scowl.

Molly raised her eyebrows. ‘He’s had it all his life. The midwife wrenched his leg when he was being born and it never grew properly. That’s why he has to work hard at school – he’ll never get a job at the timber yards with a bung leg like that.’

Jemma felt a wave of helplessness wash over her. There was so much poverty. So much sickness. There didn’t seem to be anything anyone could do to change things.

‘Anyway, come on, Tommy. We’d better get these shirts delivered to the tailor.’

Jemma waved goodbye distractedly. Molly marched off, Tommy struggling along behind.

‘I can’t believe they haven’t called a doctor,’ confided Jemma. ‘How much is a life worth?’ She was so preoccupied with thoughts of the dead baby and the dying mother and the incompetent midwife that she stepped out onto the road without looking.

A sulky bowled by at a clipping rate, driven by a man with a walrus moustache and a black bowler hat. The man cursed and dragged the horses up, the left horse rearing. Georgiana grabbed Jemma’s arm and pulled her back onto the footpath.

‘Watch where you’re going, lass,’ shouted the driver, shaking his whip. ‘I could’ve killed you.’

Jemma was shaking with shock at the near miss.

‘That’s the second time you’ve nearly been run over, Jemma.’ Georgiana rubbed Jemma gently on the arm. ‘Lucky I was here to save you,’ she teased. ‘I must be your guardian angel.’

‘Thanks, Georgie,’ Jemma replied with a trembling smile.

I thought I was here to save Georgiana’s life, Jemma thought. Not the other way around.

‘Let’s go home,’ suggested Georgiana. ‘That’s quite enough excitement for one day.’
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‘You’re to go with Miss Rutherford and Miss Georgiana to church this morning,’ growled Agnes. ‘The mistress thinks Miss Georgiana is well enough to have a proper outing today. Make sure you wear clean collar and cuffs, and your Sunday bonnet. And be sure all your chores are done before you go, or you won’t be going out this afternoon.’

Jemma hurried through her tasks, careful to do them properly. She was sure it wouldn’t take much of an excuse for Agnes to ban her from an afternoon off.

Georgiana was excited about the prospect of an outing, hopping from foot to foot with impatience as Jemma struggled with the stays and fiddly buttons of her dress. Jemma laced the stays much looser than Agnes had shown her.

‘I feel so good, Jemma,’ Georgiana exclaimed. ‘I haven’t felt this well in weeks! You must be a tonic for me – I feel like I could climb a mountain or ride my pony or dance a jig.’ Jemma frowned as she tied up Georgiana’s blue satin ribbon.

‘It’s not good for you to be cooped up in your room all the time. That would make me feel sick and headachey, too. It’s really important for kids to get exercise.’

Georgiana twirled around, her white skirts flying out in a frilly spin.

‘Aunt Harriet believes in exercise, but she thinks young ladies should be marched briskly around the park by their nursemaids. She is always complaining that I’m too wild. She says ladies should be pale and genteel with faultless manners. But my mama always said that most ladies she knew were mindless and dull. Mama thought girls should be brought up to think and act for themselves.’

‘Absolutely,’ Jemma agreed. ‘How can she think you’re wild? She doesn’t let you do anything.’

Georgiana shrugged and wrinkled her nose. ‘Mama and Aunt Harriet didn’t really get on, even though they were sisters. Mama was the pretty one and the clever one and doted on by her papa. Aunt Harriet was the older sister – plain and respectable – always doing the correct thing and always overlooked.’

Jemma laughed. It was a good summation of Miss Harriet Rutherford.

‘You know, I think Aunt Harriet might even have been a little bit in love with my papa,’ confided Georgiana with a giggle. ‘She certainly seemed to dote on him when Mama died. Sometimes I wish Papa hadn’t brought Aunt Harriet to live with us. I was much happier with Miss Babot.’

Jemma gave Georgiana a quick squeeze. She felt so sorry for Georgiana.


‘Your mama was right,’ Jemma asserted. ‘Girls should be brought up to think and act for themselves. In my time, girls are taught they can do or be anything they set their minds to.’

Georgiana flashed Jemma a quick look. Jemma started brushing Georgiana’s hair quickly to cover her slip.

‘Tell me more about your mama,’ invited Jemma.

Georgiana smiled, her face alight with memories. ‘She had the most beautiful laugh. I loved watching her get ready to go to the theatre or parties. She had dark hair swept up in a chignon, with wayward curls that would always escape. I loved the scent of her fragrance when she would come to kiss me goodnight.’

Jemma thought of her own mother sitting in front of the dressing table, slipping in her earrings and spraying on her perfume. A glint of tears came to her eyes. Georgiana and Jemma smiled at each other.

‘She was a passionate letter-writer – always writing to the newspaper about women gaining the vote,’ continued Georgiana. ‘She thought it was a disgrace that women could not vote. She said women were treated as idiots or children by the law.

‘Mama had lots of ideas that Aunt Harriet thought were unwomanly. Mama didn’t agree with girls wearing stays – she thought it was bad for their health, and she believed strongly that girls need a good education so they can make their own way in the world.’

‘Your mama sounds a lot like my mum in many ways,’ Jemma said softly. ‘My mum believes that in life you should always aim for the moon – if you don’t quite make it, you’ll fall among stars.’


Georgiana shook her head, as though clearing her mind of these painful memories. ‘We must go down,’ she urged, immediately changing the subject. ‘Aunt Harriet will be cross if we keep her waiting. What are you going to do on your afternoon off?’

‘I’m going to Kentville with Ned,’ Jemma explained. ‘He said there’ll be a band and bowls and archery and skittles.’

‘Oh,’ sighed Georgiana, her eyes on the floor. ‘It would be lovely to walk in the grounds of Kentville again.’

‘I have an idea,’ crowed Jemma, her eyes sparkling with mischief. ‘You can come to Kentville with us. Pretend to go to your room for a nap and sneak down the backstairs to meet me.’

Georgiana’s eyes burnt with excitement. ‘Do you think I could?’ she begged. ‘Aunt Harriet would be furious if she found out!’

‘What is she going to do?’ insisted Jemma, handing Georgiana her bonnet. ‘Lock you in your room again? Besides, Doctor Anderson said it was good for you to get out and get some exercise and fresh air.’

Georgiana skipped to the door, her bonnet swinging by its ribbons.

The skip very quickly changed to a sedate step as she emerged into the hall to be met by Aunt Harriet approaching.

‘Are you ready, Georgiana dear?’ asked Miss Rutherford, scanning her niece’s appearance. ‘Put on your bonnet and gloves, please, and walk slowly. A lady should never scurry. You look quite well today, my dear. You look like you’ve put on some weight, and there is a bit of colour in your cheeks. I do hope you are not coming down with a fever!’

Jemma had immediately stepped back, as instructed by Agnes, her eyes to the floor, trying to be invisible.

‘Fetch Miss Georgiana a rug for the carriage,’ ordered Miss Rutherford. ‘I do not wish her to catch a chill.’

Jemma thought of the warm spring sunshine outside but hurried to do as she was bid.

‘Yes, ma’am,’ she replied, trying to curtsey and hurry backwards into Georgiana’s room at the same time. Jemma nearly fell over her own feet.

Jemma went out the back door to the carriage, while Miss Rutherford and Georgiana went out the front. Jemma smiled at Ned, who was holding the reins of Butterscotch and Sugar, as she clambered into the carriage. He climbed up onto his seat, clicked to the horses and the carriage rumbled out the back gate, into the laneway and around the block to pick up his remaining passengers from the front gate.

It was a short drive to the Hunter Baillie Memorial Church. Crowds of horsedrawn carriages, sulkies and buggies lined Johnston Street.

People milled around, dressed in their Sunday best – men in top hats and suits, women in billowing, long dresses and vast hats or tidy bonnets. Mangy, mongrel dogs sniffed around the outskirts of the throng, hoping to find scraps.

First the huge feathered hat, then Miss Rutherford, alighted from the carriage, followed by Georgiana and Jemma. Ned stood by to help the ladies down the steps, top hat under his arm, his demeanour serious and respectful. He winked at Jemma, spoiling the illusion and making her giggle.


A few ladies, including Mrs McKenzie, were standing nearby and they turned to welcome Miss Rutherford and Georgiana. Jemma stood invisibly behind.

‘What a lovely surprise,’ cried Mrs McKenzie, embracing Georgiana. ‘Georgiana, it is so wonderful to see you up and about again. But look how pale and thin you are!’

Mrs McKenzie turned to Miss Rutherford and took her gloved hand sympathetically.

‘And Harriet, how are you bearing up? You look quite wrung out. You must not wear yourself out looking after Georgiana.’

It’s me who’s wrung out looking after Georgiana! thought Jemma. All Miss Rutherford seems to do all day is write letters, visit her friends and change outfits for the poor servants to wash and iron!

Miss Rutherford smiled bravely and shook her head, making her feathers joggle.

One of the other women hugged Georgiana and asked her questions about her health. Mrs McKenzie took the opportunity to draw Miss Rutherford aside. Jemma inched closer.

‘Oh, Harriet,’ mumured Mrs McKenzie, her voice trembling with concern. ‘I cannot believe the change in Georgiana these last few weeks. She has lost so much weight and looks so pallid. Whatever can be the matter with her? She was such a pretty, vibrant child. Now she’s just fading away.’

Miss Rutherford put her gloved hand up to her mouth, obviously distressed.

‘Why Isabella, I thought she was looking a little better today?’ protested Miss Rutherford. ‘I wouldn’t have brought her out if I thought she was still ill. Perhaps I should ask Edward to take her home?’

‘No, no,’ Mrs McKenzie reassured her. ‘It will do her good to have a little fresh air and an outing. It was just a shock to see how much she’s changed.’

The church bells pealed and the two women moved away towards the church door, arm in arm.

Jemma felt her unease stirring. Mrs McKenzie was obviously disturbed by Georgiana’s appearance. Perhaps Georgiana had been sicker than she’d thought.

‘Are you feeling all right, Georgie?’ whispered Jemma, coming up behind her. Georgiana turned around and smiled reassuringly.

‘I feel fine, truly. I cannot wait for this afternoon when we go out to Kentville.’
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Agnes was fastening her bonnet over her frilly white cap, a large black shawl around her wide shoulders.

‘Be sure you give Miss Georgiana her medicine before you go out,’ ordered Agnes, picking up her basket. ‘And be sure you are back here in time to take up Miss Georgiana’s supper.’

Jemma nodded, trying to look as innocent as possible.

‘And wipe that smirk off your face,’ snarled Agnes. ‘You look like the cat that’s eyeing off the cream.’

Jemma peeked out the scullery window to make sure Agnes had left out the back gate. She could see Ned out by the stables, whistling as he locked up the carriage house. Merlin lay basking in the sun, his tail curled like a comma. Connie had already left before lunch for the long walk to visit her family.

Jemma tipped the glass containing Georgiana’s medicine down the sink and raced up the backstairs to Georgiana’s room, carrying the empty glass.

‘Come on, Georgie,’ she hissed. ‘They’ve gone.’

‘My aunt?’ asked Georgiana, her face creased with concern.

‘Reading in the small sitting room,’ Jemma confirmed.

Jemma and Georgiana fashioned a small body in the bed out of cushions and a rolled-up blanket. Jemma placed Georgiana’s china doll under the blankets, artfully arranging the long, brown curls over the starched pillowcase, topping it with Georgiana’s frilled nightcap. She placed the empty medicine glass on the bedside chest.

Then Jemma helped Georgiana change into one of her own black servant’s dresses, with its white collar and cuffs. They pulled Georgiana’s hair into a bun, instead of its customary long style, and tucked it under a straw hat. Georgiana looked older with her long, dark skirts and pinned-up hair. She looked like any one of the many maidservants whom Jemma had seen walking in Annandale.

Georgiana jiggled with excitement.

‘Perfect,’ crowed Jemma. ‘Let’s go.’

The girls slipped from Georgiana’s room, tiptoeing along the hall and down the backstairs. They were just creeping through the kitchen when they both heard the sound of quick, light footsteps coming from the other side of the door.

‘Quick!’ hissed Jemma. ‘Hide.’

Jemma flung open the door down to the coal cellar and urged Georgiana to duck inside. Jemma shut the cellar door behind her and raced to the stove, busying herself with the kettle.

Miss Rutherford swung the other door open and stepped into the kitchen. Jemma slowed her breathing and willed herself to look calm and innocent.

‘Oh, Jemima, you’re still here?’ asked Miss Rutherford. ‘I thought all the servants had gone out for the afternoon. I’ve just come to take Miss Georgiana her medicine. I thought her outing this morning would have tired her dreadfully.’

Jemma smiled brightly, bobbing her head in a quick curtsey. ‘Agnes told me to take up Miss Georgiana’s medicine and prepare her for her nap before I went out,’ she explained, gesturing to the medicine bottle, which was still on the kitchen table. ‘She looks like she will sleep for hours.’

Miss Rutherford picked up the medicine bottle and held it up to the light to see how much was left. She put it back on the table and smiled.

‘Well, she deserves a good sleep, the poor little lamb,’ agreed Miss Rutherford. ‘I hope I did not overtax her strength by taking her to church this morning.’

A loud clang sounded from the coal cellar below. Jemma’s heart leapt to her mouth.

‘What was that?’ begged Miss Rutherford, heading briskly to the cellar door.

Jemma rushed forward. ‘Oh, just Connie fetching more coal for the stove. Would you like me to bring you a cup of tea before I go out?’

Miss Rutherford smiled. ‘That’s very kind of you, Jemima, but no,’ she replied, patting her on the arm. ‘You run along and enjoy yourself.’


Jemma breathed a huge sigh as Miss Rutherford left the kitchen for the front of the house. She listened carefully to make sure her mistress was safely settled in the small sitting room before calling softly to Georgiana.

Georgiana hobbled up the stairs, a black streak of coal dust on her cheek. ‘I tripped over the coal scuttle,’ she explained ruefully, rubbing her shin.

‘I thought we were discovered for sure.’ Jemma giggled with relief. ‘Now you look like a real servant with a smudged face.’

Jemma wiped the black mark from Georgiana’s face with a damp cloth.

‘Now we should hurry,’ urged Jemma. ‘Ned must have been waiting for ages. I hope he’s still there.’
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Ned was there, lounging against the sandstone wall of the Abbey’s stables, his hands in his pockets, dressed in his Sunday best with his dark hair slicked back. He wore a white shirt and a grey three-piece suit, which made him look older. Jemma thought he was more handsome now than in his work-a-day clothes.

Ned looked surprised when he saw that Jemma had a companion, and even more surprised when he recognised Georgiana dressed as a maidservant.

He whistled low, then a broad grin spread across his face. ‘Lovely afternoon, Miss Jemma, Miss Georgiana. Are ye ready for our afternoon of gaiety and fun?’

The two girls grinned conspiratorially.

‘Lead on, brave knight,’ Jemma ordered.

The three companions crossed the road and entered the shady grounds of Kentville.


Throngs of people, attired in their Sunday best, strolled down the pathways and up the road leading from the ferry wharf. Women laughed, arm in arm with their husbands or friends, showing off a new ribbon or whispering the latest gossip. Children ran, chasing hoops and throwing balls, their faces scrubbed and sparkling. Girls flirted and giggled with handsome young beaus, their cheeks flushed from whispered compliments. Young men tussled and jostled each other, their boaters set cockily.

The gardens were gorgeous. Winding gravel paths meandered through the grounds. Wide, sunny lawns gave open vistas down to the sparkling blue water of Johnstons Bay. Groves of tall native and European trees provided shade and opportunities for privacy. Closer to the grand Georgian house, the gardens were laid out in formal flower beds and hedges, with stone seats and terraces.

A band played in a small rotunda, the jaunty music floating out over the gardens, providing a festival atmosphere. Jemma, Georgiana and Ned strolled along, soaking up the sights and sounds.

On one lawn a group of lads were playing cricket while girls cheered them on. On another lawn, people were rolling balls across the smooth turf, shouting with excitement as they tried to bowl their own black balls closest to the smaller white ball.

‘Would you like to play quoits or skittles or archery?’ Ned asked, stretching his arm out to offer them the many options open to them. ‘Or we can play cricket or bowls or just stroll through the gardens? Kentville is renowned for having one of the finest gardens in Sydney. Mr Young has collected rare plants from all over Europe.’


‘All of it,’ cried Georgiana, skipping with excitement. ‘I want to play skittles, then quoits, then archery, then cricket!’

Jemma and Ned laughed at her enthusiasm. They flung round, metal quoits, trying to land them over wooden pegs hammered into the turf. Georgiana’s first attempts were metres off target, nearly striking a cross old dame in a black bonnet, who shook her fist at Georgiana.

Georgiana apologised profusely, but her efforts made them all laugh. They played bowls next, which Jemma had never played before.

Ned was a demon with a bowling ball, smashing the girls’ balls away from the white jack every time they landed close by.

Georgiana raced across the lawn to retrieve her ball from the shrubbery.

Ned gave Jemma a lesson in technique, standing behind her and holding her arm lightly as she crouched low and bowled the ball across the green. At first, Jemma didn’t use enough force and the ball dribbled only a short way.

‘Och, ye daft lass,’ Ned cried with a laugh, retrieving the ball. ‘Not like that. Where are ye’r muscles?’

Ned lifted up her right hand, turning it over and back again by the wrist, then cradling it in the palm of his own hand. ‘Look at ye’r poor hands,’ he murmured. ‘When I first met ye the day I ran ye down, they were soft and white and delicate. Now they’re ruined.’

Jemma snatched her hand back, her face flaming. She glanced at her hands – red, chapped and cracked like Connie’s from the harsh lye and soap that was used to scrub floors, stairs, tables, bathroom, pots and clothes. She stepped away from Ned, hiding her hands behind her back, embarrassed that he had noticed them.

‘They used to be toffs’ hands, but now they’re working girls’ hands,’ Ned assured her with a grin. ‘And there is nothing to be ashamed of with that. ‘Come on, let me see that determined fire in ye’r eyes. Pretend that bowl is my head and give it a good smashing.’

Jemma laughed and bowled again, sending her ball spinning across the grass.

Georgiana ran back to try again, but moments later Ned had smashed her ball again, sending it spinning into the undergrowth.

‘That wasn’t fair,’ shrieked Georgiana. ‘That was not a very gentlemanly thing to do.’

‘I am not a gentleman, Miss Georgiana,’ Ned assured her, his green eyes flashing with merriment. ‘I am an Irishman. And so I think, my lovely lasses, that makes me the winner.’

Georgiana and Jemma laughed.

‘I’m sure you cheated,’ Jemma accused him. ‘Okay, let’s try our luck at archery.’

Georgiana had never attempted archery before, but Jemma had learnt at school camp. The girls stood sideways, their left shoulders pointing towards the target, their feet planted apart.

Ned showed Georgiana how to nock her arrow, pointing it to the ground, then drawing it back and taking aim.

Jemma’s first shots fell wide, landing harmlessly on the grass halfway to the target or completely overshooting it. Then her eye improved and her muscles remembered what she had been taught at camp. Her fifth arrow hurtled towards the target and hit the second ring.

‘Bravo, Jemma,’ Ned cried, applauding her shot. ‘A little higher and that wouldha’ been a bull’s eye.’

Jemma tried again, lifting the bow slightly, taking a deep breath and letting her arrow fly. The arrowhead buried itself right in the centre of the board in the red circle.

‘Bullseye!’ cried Georgiana. ‘Congratulations, Jemma, that was excellent.’

Jemma felt a thrill of achievement surge through her. She loved aiming the bow, firing the arrow and watching it skim through the air and hit the mark.

All three took turns aiming for the target. Ned was not as skilled at archery as at bowls.

‘Och, tis a toff’s sport,’ Ned complained, retrieving a fallen arrow. ‘Give me a good working-man’s game any day.’

‘You’re just complaining because you’re not winning,’ crowed Jemma. ‘I love archery.’

After a few rounds, Ned suggested they visit the ice-cream van. ‘My treat, lasses.’

Under a tree was a brightly painted wagon, like a gypsy caravan, painted crimson with blue trimmings and gold swirls. A huge chestnut draught horse was nuzzling into a hessian feedbag, swishing his tail to scatter the flies.

‘Ice-cream. Come and get your cold ice-cream,’ called the vendor as he ladled creamy scoops into glass dishes. A queue of merry people waited patiently, chatting and laughing.

Jemma, Ned and Georgiana joined the queue. Inside the wagon, a young boy of about ten washed and dried the dishes and spoons. The ice-cream was packed in large rectangular blocks wrapped in cardboard, then in hessian and stored in a big wooden ice chest.

‘Here ye go,’ Ned offered, passing first Georgiana then Jemma a dish piled high with soft yellow ice-cream. He passed over a few copper pennies in payment.

‘Aren’t you the lucky lad with two beautiful lasses in tow?’ joked the ice-cream vendor. ‘You Irish always have the luck of the blarney.’

‘That I do, sir,’ replied Ned. ‘No luckier Irish lad e’er walked the streets of Sydney.’

The three found a shady spot under a huge gum tree to eat their treat. Jemma licked the ice-cream from her spoon. It was the creamiest, most delicious she had ever tasted. Her tongue tingled with the cold sweetness of it.

‘Thanks, Ned,’ said Jemma. ‘This is fantastic.’

‘Isn’t it just?’ Georgiana agreed. ‘I can’t remember the last time I ate ice-ream. Aunt Harriet doesn’t approve of it.’

‘Begging your pardon, Miss Georgiana, but I’m sure your good aunt does no’ approve of many fun things,’ replied Ned. ‘Ice-cream is one of the simple joys in life.’

Georgiana laughed, lolling back on the grass and staring up at the blue sky overhead.

‘I don’t know why they don’t make ice-cream like this in my ti –’ Jemma amended herself hurriedly: ‘Where I live.’

‘What – do you mean Breillat Street?’ asked Georgiana, sitting up attentively. ‘Or have you remembered where you live. Why would they make ice-cream differently there?’

Jemma flushed at her slip-up. This ice-cream tastes wholesome and homemade, she thought.


‘No, I just meant it tastes so much better when you eat out of doors with friends,’ Jemma explained lamely.

‘Food always tastes better on Sundays and holidays,’ agreed Ned. ‘Here’s to friendship and fun toimes, then.’ Ned lifted up his loaded spoon in a toast, then licked it clean.

When everyone had finished the last drop of ice-cream, they returned the dirty dishes and spoons to the wagon and wandered further through the Kentville gardens. A loud shouting from the lawn alerted them to a rowdy game of cricket.

A group of young men had taken off their jackets and boaters, and rolled up their sleeves. The batting team lounged in the shade, yelling instructions and encouragement.

A tall bowler with a bushy, thick moustache shrieked triumphantly as the ball smashed the stumps. A new batter strode out to take his place.

The three onlookers watched for a while until one of the fieldsmen invited them to join in.

It was a wild game, with much shouting and catcalling – and much cheating, Jemma was sure. There was no sign of helmets, faceguards, gloves or leg pads.

At first they fielded then, when the teams changed over, Georgiana was offered the bat. She tentatively took her place in front of the wicket and swung wildly as the ball was bowled, missing it several times. She finally tapped the ball, dribbling it along the pitch. She dropped the bat and ran, her petticoats flying.

‘No – don’t run, Miss Georgiana!’ screamed Ned, tearing at his hair from the other end of the pitch. But it was too late. Georgiana was bowled out for a duck. She laughed breathlessly as she was escorted off the field.

Jemma was the next batter up. She had played numerous games of cricket with her dad and cousins on beach holidays, but never wearing long skirts and layers of petticoats. She threw her bonnet down on the ground and pushed a hank of hair behind her ear.

The bowler sized her up and, smirking at his team mates, threw a nice, easy underarm bowl. The ball sailed in a slow, lazy arc. Jemma took a deep breath and swung, making contact. She didn’t wait to see where the ball went – she ran as fast as her skirts would allow to the stumps at the other end of the pitch, exchanging places with Ned.

‘Six,’ yelled Ned triumphantly. ‘You hit it for six!’

Jemma managed to add twelve runs to her team’s score, which was not enough for them to win but enough to earn some cheers.

Finally, Jemma realised that the sun was slipping down towards the western horizon. The three friends stood on a small rise and watched the sky flush rose-pink, violet and deep, streaky-crimson.

‘Beautiful,’ Georgiana sighed. ‘I think sunset is my favourite time of day.’

‘We’d better get back and tuck you into bed,’ Jemma suggested with a sigh. ‘Before Agnes and Connie return.’

The three walked home in the shadowy dusk, through the Kentville gardens and across the dusty road. The gaslights had already been lit on Johnston Street, shedding a blueish glow.

At the end of Piper Lane, Ned paused, leaning against the sandstone stables of the Abbey.


Ned gestured at the turrets, garrets and gargoyles of the rambling sandstone mansion over the wall, barely visible in the clinging darkness.

‘Ye know that John Young, whose gardens we spent the day in, built this house as a gift for his wife,’ explained Ned. ‘’Twas inspired by a Scottish castle, and no expense was spared in building it. It has fifty rooms, yet his wife did no’ loike it after all, so only a housekeeper and the cats have lived here for the last few years.

‘So now they live at Kentville – a simpler house. I do no’ know why he does no’ rent the house out like all the other ones he built. Maybe he does no’ want anyone else to live in the house he built for his beloved wife …’

Jemma shivered. ‘That’s kind of sad, that his wife did not like the house he built for her.’

‘He must really love her,’ added Georgiana, ‘to go to so much trouble to make her happy.’

‘Twould be lovely to be so rich to be able to afford to buy your love such riches,’ retorted Ned, his eyes on the ground. ‘I am sure he made his fortune from the blood, sweat and tears of many young lads loike me, who could barely afford to buy bread and bacon for their loves.’

Jemma glanced suddenly at Ned, surprised by the bitterness in his voice. He was usually so light-hearted and full of jokes. Ned flushed.

‘I will watch ye home safely from here,’ suggested Ned, rapidly changing the subject. ‘It would no’ do for Agnes to catch us coming back together.’

‘We should hurry,’ suggested Georgiana anxiously. ‘My aunt might check on me and discover I’ve gone.’


Back to Rosethorne, thought Jemma sadly. The brief holiday was over, and now it was back to drudgery and toil. She wished with all her heart that she did not have to go back.

But where else can I go? The only other people I know in this time are Molly Bryant and Sir Henry Parkes and Doctor Anderson, and I can hardly turn up on their doorsteps with a strange tale of being lost in time. They would think I am mad and send me to the insane asylum at Callan Park.

‘Thanks so much, Ned, for a wonderful day,’ Jemma sighed. ‘The afternoon passed so quickly.’

Ned bowed gallantly at both Jemma and Georgiana, his hand over his heart and a broad smile across his face.

‘Why ’twas my pleasure to escort two such beautiful lasses,’ he replied, but his laughing eyes lingered on Jemma. ‘Perhaps we can do it again another time?’

The girls ran down the rest of the laneway. The garden was filled with shadows. Butterscotch and Sugar shifted in their stalls, whickering softly. Jemma felt something brush against her leg and jumped in fright. A soft miaow sounded and she realised it was only Merlin, invisible in the darkness.
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The back door was unlocked. Jemma opened it cautiously and checked that the kitchen was clear. She beckoned to Georgiana. The girls crept through to the backstairs. A noise sounded behind them – the door swung open, and the light of a kerosene lamp poured into the kitchen.

‘Georgiana!’ shrieked Miss Rutherford. ‘Where on earth have you been? I’ve been worried sick about you. What have you been doing – and what are you wearing!’

‘Oh, Aunt Harriet,’ Georgiana exclaimed, shooting a terrified look at Jemma. ‘I … I went for a little walk. I felt better, and Doctor Anderson did say I could start taking more exercise –’

Miss Rutherford put the lamp down on the kitchen table, her back rigid with anger.

‘But not in the dark, and not dressed like that,’ fumed Miss Rutherford. ‘What if someone saw you? It’s dangerous out there. You could have been abducted or murdered … or worse! And what were you doing with Jemima?’

‘I … I went for a walk … and met Jemma, and she escorted me home,’ offered Georgiana, not very convincingly. ‘She was on her way back from her afternoon off.’

Jemma thought quickly. How long has Miss Rutherford been waiting for us? When did she discover Georgiana missing? What will she do to us?

‘Doctor Anderson did suggest that walking would do Georgiana some good,’ offered Jemma tentatively. ‘I –’

‘When I want the opinion of a servant, I’ll ask for it,’ Miss Rutherford snapped frostily. ‘And it’s Miss Georgiana to you. I suspect that my niece would never have dreamt of such an escapade if you had not encouraged her.’

Jemma flushed and averted her eyes guiltily.

‘I cannot believe that I offered you a home, saved you from the streets, clothed you and fed you – and you have betrayed my generosity in this despicable fashion.’

‘No … I …’ Jemma stammered.

Miss Rutherford leant closer, her face flushed with anger, her eyes glittering brightly and pupils narrowing to pinpoints. Jemma shrank back from the force of her anger.

‘Georgiana would never have done something like this without encouragement,’ insisted Miss Rutherford. ‘She is far too well brought up. Obviously, she is wearing the servant’s clothes that I provided for you. You are a viper in my home.’

Jemma was shocked by the vehemence of her attack. Georgiana tried to interrupt the flow of her aunt’s invective but was ignored.


‘You appear from nowhere with some trumped-up story about hitting your head and losing your memory,’ Miss Rutherford continued to rant. ‘You give us an address, but no-one there has ever heard of you. I suspect you have been planted here by some criminal mastermind to worm your way into our confidence so you can kidnap my niece or ransack the house.’

‘Aunt Harriet, Jemma would never –’ Georgiana began.

‘Tomorrow morning, you will leave my house and go back to the streets, or whatever slum you crawled from, never to darken my doorstep again.’

Jemma nearly fainted with fear. Where shall I go? What should I do? I will be homeless and helpless – completely without friends or family.

‘Aunt Harriet, no,’ begged Georgiana, clutching at her aunt’s sleeve.

Miss Rutherford swayed on her feet, as though with overwhelming weariness. She rubbed her head with her hand.

‘Both of you can go to your rooms immediately. Georgiana, I will deal with you in the morning.’

Georgiana cast Jemma a beseeching glance but reluctantly left through the kitchen door to take the main staircase up to her room. Jemma retreated to the servants’ backstairs, her eyes downcast, fighting back the tears – she would not let Miss Rutherford see her cry.

Jemma changed into her nightdress and sat hunched over in bed, her knees up to her chin and a miserable, threadbare blanket clutched around her shoulders. She heard heavy footsteps on the stairs and the flickering light of a candle.

Agnes stormed into the room. ‘Get up,’ she snapped. Jemma obeyed reluctantly, shivering in her thin nightdress. ‘Downstairs.’

Will she throw me out into the street now, in the dark, in my nightie? Will she beat me with the paddle? Will Georgiana be all right?

Agnes marched down the stairs, Jemma stumbling behind.

In the kitchen, Agnes opened the door down to the coal cellar and pointed into the depths.

‘Get some coal for the fire,’ ordered Agnes.

‘But –’

Agnes grabbed Jemma by the arm and hurled her into the darkness. Jemma sprawled down the stairs, twisting her ankle and grazing her face. She cried out in pain.

‘Perhaps spending the night in the cellar will make you appreciate how lucky you have been to have a job, food and a roof over your head,’ Agnes snarled.

The door slammed shut. Jemma was left alone, terrified, in the dark.

She pounded on the door, screaming helplessly, ‘Let me out! Please don’t leave me here.’

Jemma’s pounding and screaming were ignored. Eventually, Jemma sank on the stairs, huddled against the door, her ankle throbbing, her salty tears making her grazes sting.

Her eyes stretched round like an owl’s trying to see anything at all. The darkness pressed down on her, heavy and immense, like a musty velvet cloak.


With the absence of light, her other senses became keener – smell, sound and touch. The thick smell of coal dust floated into her lungs and made her cough. The smell of damp washing enveloped her like a fug – lye, soap and damp rags. The rough, cold stone pressed through her bare feet and the thin cotton of her nightgown, and into the back of her legs. The aching cold rose up her body until her teeth chattered and her bones throbbed.

And then she heard the whisperings of the night – the creaking of timber and stone, settling and shifting. Then the rustling and scrabbling, squeaking and scratching. Was that a flash of eyes, glowing red in the darkness?

Oh no, not rats, thought Jemma, her heart thumping. I hate rats. I can’t stand rats. Anything but rats!

Jemma imagined the rats coming closer, running over her bare feet, scrabbling up her back, scratching in her hair, nibbling at her fingers and toes, tearing and biting … The tears welled up again and she sobbed. How can this be happening to me? It just isn’t possible.

Jemma’s fingers found the ivory pendant at her throat – her only link with home, with the future. She clutched the pendant and wished she could go home. Mum, Dad, Ruby, Sammy, Milla, Daisy. She chanted the names like a mantra.

Something brushed against her leg and Jemma screamed again, her heart nearly stopping with panic. The body was large, warm and furry. A monster rat? The creature arched against her, completely invisible in the darkness.

Miaow. Ppprrrow.

It’s Merlin. Merlin the cat.

Relief flooded through Jemma like a fresh spring creek, washing away the fear. She picked Merlin up and cuddled him, her tears mingling with his soft fur. His warmth made her feel safer, less alone. The rats wouldn’t attack her with Merlin in her arms.

The cat purred on her lap as she stroked and patted him. Jemma gradually relaxed, her eyes becoming heavier and grittier. She slumped on the top step and dozed fitfully, too tired to worry anymore.

A slight sound woke her. She heard the key creaking in the lock, and the door swung open slowly.

‘Ssshhh,’ a voice whispered. ‘Everyone’s asleep. I came to let you out.’

It was Connie, barefoot and dressed like Jemma in a nightgown, her long hair falling down her back under the pale nightcap. The stub of a candle was flickering in a candlestick on the table.

‘Agnes is snoring her head off,’ Connie assured her. ‘I couldn’t bear to think of you locked in that cellar. I hate it down there. Come out now and I’ll lock you back early in the morning before anyone else wakes.’

Jemma was stiff, sore and frozen to the core. She stumbled to her feet and nearly fell into Connie’s arms.

‘Are you all right?’ Connie asked, patting Jemma’s back. ‘It’s horrible, isn’t it? Agnes used to lock me down there all the time. I think I’d rather she gave me a beating than make me sleep in the coal cellar.’

Jemma shuddered, remembering the smell, the cold, the dark, the petrifying sound of the rats.

‘Uggghh,’ replied Jemma, shivering. ‘It was awful, but thankfully I had Merlin to keep me company. It wasn’t so bad when I had him to cuddle.’


Connie helped Jemma limp to the table on her weak, sore ankle. Connie wrapped a hot brick in rags and placed it at Jemma’s feet. Then she draped an old cloak around her shoulders, all the while chattering soothingly about her visit home to her family.

‘My brother Jack caught a mouse, took it to school and let it go beneath his desk. The mouse ran under the teacher’s skirts and she screamed to the high heavens. Jack was soundly whipped when she discovered who did it, but he said it was worth a thrashing to have such a good laugh!’

Jemma giggled through quivering lips.

Connie bustled around the dark kitchen. She fetched milk from the icebox, warmed it up over the stove and then added some chopped chocolate.

‘I’ve been saving my chocolate for an emergency,’ explained Connie. ‘It’s not really an emergency, but it’ll make you feel better. I heard that you were locked up for taking Miss Georgiana out for a walk. It didn’t seem fair when the poor miss hardly ever gets out.’

Connie poured the steaming hot chocolate into two large china cups, placing one before Jemma.

‘It’s worse than that, Connie,’ Jemma mumbled, tears welling up again. ‘Miss Rutherford is going to throw me out into the street in the morning. I’ve nowhere to go … I don’t have any friends or family to turn to … I can’t get home.’

Connie grinned at Jemma over the lip of her cup. ‘’Course you’ve got friends,’ Connie assured her cheerfully. ‘Why, I told Miss Rutherford and Agnes that if they threw you out in the street tomorrow, I’d be going too. That the piano factory is looking for girls to start work straightaway for better pay and shorter hours than we have here.


‘Agnes didn’t care to do all the work by herself, so she convinced Miss Rutherford that a night in the cellar was sufficient punishment for you. And thanks to me, you won’t even be getting that!’

Jemma gave a huge sigh of relief. It was hard work living at Rosethorne, but Jemma felt it was something like a life raft. Outside Rosethorne was the terrifying, dangerous world of 1890s Sydney. If she left Rosethorne, she felt as though she would have no chance of ever getting home.

Jemma sipped on the hot chocolate gratefully, the warmth spreading from the hot brick and hot chocolate through her body.

‘Thanks for letting me out, Connie,’ Jemma murmured when she could talk again. ‘You’ll be in terrible trouble with Agnes if she finds out.’

Connie shrugged, maintaining a cheerful grin. ‘I’ll be all right. I’m used to it. But you’re not. I’m not sure where you came from, but you’re used to a much softer life.’

Jemma blinked back tears and nodded. Connie was right – her life at home was so much easier than life in the 1890s.

Connie washed up the saucepan and cups to hide all evidence of their late-night snack, and they crept upstairs to bed.
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In the morning, Agnes looked very disappointed to find a bright-eyed and chirpy Jemma locked in the coal cellar, as though she had had a comfortable sleep in her own bed instead of shivering on a stone step with only rats for company.


‘I hope the rats didn’t keep you awake?’ growled Agnes, slamming the coal cellar door.

‘No – were there rats down there?’ asked Jemma innocently. ‘I slept like a baby.’

Agnes snorted, for once lost for words.

Jemma filled the huge kettle with water and set it on the hob to boil, smiling to herself.

Connie came in from the back garden, carrying the pail of milk that had just been filled by the milko. She carefully placed it on the table.

‘You’ll never guess what I just heard!’ exclaimed Connie, her eyes sparkling with anticipation.

‘Do we want to hear your back-lane gossip?’ Agnes retorted nastily.

‘Sir Henry Parkes has just married again, for the third time, to his twenty-three-year-old servant, Julia Lynch, and he is eighty! Apparently she’s very pretty. They married in secret at Parramatta on Thursday.’

Jemma was shocked. Why would a pretty young girl want to marry an eighty-year-old man?

‘Nooo,’ replied Agnes in surprise. ‘Well, that designing hussy. Not that she’ll get much joy from him. He’s as poor as a church mouse and has all those children to feed. His second wife only died three months ago, leaving him with five children from that marriage and six children from his first wife, Clarinda. It’s no wonder he was keen to marry again.’

Eleven children! thought Jemma.

Agnes suddenly glared at Jemma, who was still in her nightclothes.‘Well, go and get dressed,’ ordered Agnes. ‘No respectable girl would be seen downstairs in her nightgown.’


‘I didn’t have any choice, remember?’ retorted Jemma. ‘You dragged me downstairs and locked me in the coal cellar, hoping I’d be nibbled by rats. Next time, remind me it’s not respectable to be downstairs in a nightgown and I’ll dress appropriately.’

Connie guffawed with laughter, then hurriedly choked it back.

Agnes opened her mouth and shut it again. She picked up the milk pail and hurried off to put it away in the icebox.
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Jemma walked into the kitchen to find Agnes fussing over a tea tray. There was a bowl of steaming gruel, a white damask napkin, a silver napkin ring and a glass of water. Agnes was hurriedly stirring the gruel with the spoon.

‘Oh, Jemima,’ Agnes said. ‘Good. Take this corn meal gruel up to Miss Georgiana. Make sure she eats it all. It took me awhile to prepare this meal, and I don’t want to see it wasted. Gruel is just what that child needs with her delicate stomach.’

‘Yes, of course,’ Jemma replied, picking up the tray. ‘I’ll stay until she’s finished it.’

Georgiana was sitting up in bed, staring wistfully out the window.

‘Hello, Jemma. What horrible-looking mush have you brought me today?’

Jemma laughed, peering at the bowl, which looked suspiciously like hot glue.


‘Some sort of foul gloop,’ replied Jemma, grinning. ‘I think Agnes called it gruel. And she gave me strict orders not to leave you until you’ve finished every drop. She thought it would be good for your delicate little tummy!’

Georgiana smiled. ‘Well, in that case, I’ll take hours to eat it, then you can stay and keep me company. Besides, I haven’t been sick since you came to stay.’

‘That’s probably because we’ve been tipping your medicine out the window,’ joked Jemma. ‘I must say, you do look so much better than you did when I first came.’

Georgiana stretched. ‘I’d feel even better if I could escape from this room, get outside and run in the gardens of Kentville again,’ she complained. ‘Wasn’t it fun? And isn’t Ned nice? I think he likes you …’

Jemma busied herself stirring the gruel, battling the flush spreading up her neck.

‘Well, come on. We’d better get this over with,’ Jemma suggested. ‘Here’s a spoonful of Agnes’s famous gloopy, gluey, gooey, glutinous gruel.’

Georgiana laughed but obediently took a spoonful. Her face grimaced in disgust as she swallowed the mess.

‘Ugh – that’s horrible,’ Georgiana moaned. ‘Can’t I have some real food?’

Jemma smiled. ‘I’ll try to smuggle something nice up to you. Does it help if you hold your nose while you swallow it? I used to do that with medicine.’

Georgiana tried the technique while swallowing two mouthfuls quickly.

She wrinkled her nose and pushed the bowl away. ‘I can’t eat that. I’m not that hungry anyway – unless it was for something worth eating.’


‘Don’t worry,’ Jemma offered. ‘I’ll get rid of it.’

Jemma ran down the stairs stealthily, carrying the bowl of barely touched gruel. She headed through the back door, hoping to scrape the remainder out on the compost heap. Merlin met her at the door, miaowing loudly and rubbing his head against her skirts.

‘Hello, Merlin,’ greeted Jemma, stroking his sleek black back. ‘Are you hungry?’

Merlin replied with an even louder miaow, his tongue pink against his white nose and black fur.

‘Okay, boy,’ Jemma agreed softly. ‘Seems a waste to throw out a good meal. You might as well eat Georgiana’s glutinous gloop!’

She placed the bowl down on the step and Merlin sniffed the gruel cautiously. He thought carefully, then lapped at the gruel.

‘What’re you doing, you idiotic girl?’ barked a voice from behind her. ‘Stop that at once.’

Jemma swung around, guilt written across her face.

Agnes bent down and snatched up the bowl from the step, her face red and sweating. Merlin complained loudly at having his meal removed – he had barely tasted it.

‘I didn’t go to all that trouble to make gruel for the blasted cat,’ scolded Agnes, kicking out at Merlin violently. Merlin yowled and ran to the stables for safety, his fur standing on end. ‘That was for Miss Georgiana. I told you to make sure she ate every drop. Why can’t you follow simple instructions?’

‘I … I …’ stammered Jemma, shocked by the vehemence of the cook’s reaction. Agnes ignored her, scraping the leftover gruel into the garbage pail.


‘That cat is here to catch rats, not eat our precious food,’ continued Agnes, yanking her apron. ‘You feed the cat and it won’t hunt rats, then the rats will eat our food – and I don’t slave all day cooking to feed the rats either.’

Agnes spun on her heel and marched back into the house, looking over her shoulder. ‘You can go without supper tonight to teach you to do what I tell you.’

Jemma sighed. Could Agnes be the most unpleasant person she had ever met in her life?

Connie was standing at the kitchen table, ironing an enormous basket of clothes. She had a selection of irons standing in the coals of the hearth to heat. Her face was pink with heat and shone with sweat. She brushed a hank of hair out of her eyes.

Connie gave Jemma a sympathetic smile. She had obviously heard every word of her altercation with Agnes.

‘Would you mind carrying up Miss Georgiana’s ironing for me, please Jemma?’ asked Connie, swapping her cool iron for a hot one. ‘I’m running out of room.’

‘Sure,’ agreed Jemma, picking up the pile of freshly washed and ironed clothes. She breathed deeply the smell of soap, lavender, sunshine and warm cotton.

‘Don’t take any mind of Agnes,’ warned Connie. ‘She hates to see good food wasted.’

Connie sprinkled the sheet with lavender water and smoothed out the crinkles with the hot iron.

‘Then why would she throw it in the garbage? You’d think poor Merlin could at least finish it.’

‘Just to be mean,’ retorted Connie with a laugh. ‘She hates cats, but she hates rats even more.’


Jemma slowly climbed the backstairs to Georgiana’s room, her arms laden with nightgowns, pinafores, petticoats, caps and stockings. Georgiana lay back on the pillows, her face pale and wan. She picked listlessly at the coverlet.

Jemma moved around the room, putting away Georgiana’s things while she chatted.

‘Are you feeling all right, Georgiana?’ asked Jemma, realising that the girl was not answering her. ‘You seem to have become suddenly pale.’

‘I … I don’t feel very well,’ Georgiana said. ‘I don’t think that gruel really agreed with me.’

Georgiana suddenly doubled over in pain, clutching her stomach. She gagged violently.

‘Oh, it burns!’ Georgiana whimpered, holding her throat. Then she vomited.

Jemma leapt towards her, throwing the remaining clothes down on the chest of drawers. She grabbed a towel from the washstand and threw it over Georgiana’s lap. Georgiana retched and coughed, gagging on the bitter bile.

Jemma wrung out a cloth in the wash bowl and dabbed Georgiana’s sweaty brow and mouth, concentrating hard not to feel sick herself.

‘Oh,’ Georgiana sobbed. ‘I hate being … sick … I haven’t been sick for days now. I feel terrible.’

‘There, there,’ soothed Jemma. ‘You poor thing. Can I get you a glass of water? Why don’t you clean your teeth – that will make you feel better …’

Georgiana struggled to her feet, holding her stomach with both hands. She collapsed back on the bed, writhing.


‘It hurts,’ she screamed, clutching at Jemma desperately. ‘The pain is terrible. Do something! Please help me.’

Jemma felt a wave of panic engulf her. She stroked Georgiana on the forehead, trying to soothe her. The girl’s skin felt cold and clammy, like the belly of a dead fish. Jemma recoiled.

What’s wrong? Why was Georgiana perfectly fine one moment, then vomiting and thrashing about in agony the next? It doesn’t seem normal.

Georgiana vomited again, and this time there was dark blood mixed with the bile.

Jemma panicked at the sight. ‘Stay here, Georgiana,’ she instructed. ‘I’m going for help.’

Jemma ran down the main stairs, no thought of being silent or invisible.

‘Agnes!’ yelled Jemma. ‘Georgiana is terribly sick. She’s vomiting and screaming in agony. She’s vomiting up blood!’

Agnes leapt to her feet, her face pale. ‘Run and tell Ned to ride for Doctor Anderson,’ she ordered, fumbling for her keys. ‘Tell him to come at once.’

Agnes used her keys to open the pantry, which was usually locked, and reached for some medical bottles on a high shelf.

Jemma obeyed and ran out to the stables, yelling for Ned.

Ned listened carefully to the instructions, then slipped a bridle into Butterscotch’s mouth and vaulted onto her, bareback.

‘I will be as quick as I can,’ Ned promised. ‘Do no’ fret.’


Jemma ran back into the kitchen, where she noticed the pantry door swinging wide. She automatically moved to close it – Agnes normally never left the pantry door unlocked for more than a moment.

As she closed the door she noticed a small box had been knocked to the floor. She picked it up and scanned the label:
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With shaking hands, Jemma opened the top of the box. It was half-filled with a grainy powder, not unlike sugar or flour. Jemma carefully sniffed inside – odourless.

Jemma put the rat poison back on the top shelf, her mind churning.

Why would Agnes keep a box of arsenic – a deadly poison – in her pantry? Agnes made Georgiana a bowl of gruel shortly before Georgiana became sick. She was stirring it just before I carried it up? Did Agnes put rat poison in Georgiana’s gruel? Why would Agnes want to kill Georgiana? Is that why she took the gruel away from Merlin?

Jemma felt sick in the stomach. She reached up to the mantelpiece and pulled down Mrs Beeton’s Book of Household Management. She flipped quickly to the pages dealing with first aid. Her hands shaking, she turned to a page marked ‘poisoning’. Her finger scrolled down the page until she found:



Arsenic: Mostly seen in the form of white arsenic or fly-powder … Symptoms produced in those who have swallowed it: faintness, depression and sickness, with an intense burning pain in the region of the stomach, which gets worse and worse … vomiting of dark-brown matter, sometimes mixed with blood … burning in the throat … The pulse is faint and irregular, and the skin sometimes cold and clammy, and at others hot. The breathing is painful. Treatment: Give a couple of teaspoonfuls of mustard in a glass of water to bring on or assist vomiting … simple milk is also useful. A little castor oil should be given to cleanse the intestines of all the poison.



Jemma’s hands trembled. Arsenic! It might be too late by the time the doctor arrived – Georgiana might already be dead.

Jemma searched the pantry. She filled a glass with water, stirring in two teaspoons of mustard powder. She filled another glass with milk from the pail in the icebox, then grabbed the bottle of castor oil from the medicine shelf.

She took the stairs two at a time, trying not to spill the potions she carried. Jemma found Agnes bending over Georgiana, who was screaming, her back arching in agony. Jemma’s heart thudded – what is Agnes doing?

‘Fetch some more towels,’ barked Agnes, swinging around to face Jemma. ‘And go tell Miss Rutherford while I clean up this mess.’

Jemma thought quickly, too frightened to speak. I have to get Agnes away from Georgiana.


‘Why don’t I clean up the mess, Agnes?’ offered Jemma with a trembling voice. ‘It might be better if you break the news to Miss Rutherford gently. You know how worried she gets about Miss Georgiana. The doctor should be here in a few moments.’

Agnes pondered the vile mess and then nodded. ‘You’re right. We don’t want Miss Rutherford to have one of her nervous fits. That’s to be avoided at all costs.’

Agnes thrust a cloth into Jemma’s hand. ‘Strip the bed and change Georgiana into a clean nightdress. I’ll bring more towels and some rags.’

When Agnes had left the room, Jemma ran to the bed. ‘Georgiana, drink this,’ she urged. Georgiana shook her head adamantly.

‘Please,’ begged Jemma. ‘It will help you. We need to get rid of whatever is making you sick.’

Jemma held Georgiana up behind her shoulders – cajoling, begging, pleading with her to swallow the disgusting mustard brew. Georgiana sipped, gagged, then gulped it down.

Then the vomiting started again. Jemma cried as she cradled Georgiana in her arms, wiping her forehead with wet cloths, mopping her face, her lips, her chin.

‘I’m sorry, Georgiana. I’m so sorry, but I had to make you sick again. It’s for your own good.’

Georgiana finally settled back against the pillows, exhausted, with Jemma on her knees beside the bed.
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Everything seemed to happen at once. Doctor Anderson huffed up the stairs, followed by Miss Rutherford, Agnes and Connie. Doctor Anderson dropped his bag and strode to Georgiana’s bedside.

‘Oh, my poor dear girl,’ screamed Miss Rutherford hysterically. ‘Oh, doctor – do something, do something!’

Miss Rutherford collapsed on the floor beside the bed, covering her face with her hands, sobbing uncontrollably. Agnes bent over her, patting her shoulders and making soothing clucks.

‘Agnes, please help Miss Rutherford to her room,’ ordered Doctor Anderson. ‘Give her a small dose of laudanum to calm her down – I will come and check on her soon. Whatever you do, don’t leave her.’

Agnes obeyed, uttering soothing ‘there, there’ noises. Miss Rutherford leant heavily on her arm, a handkerchief in her shaking hands.


‘Connie, could you please fetch me some clean cloths and a bucket of warm water?’ asked Doctor Anderson. Connie ran to obey.

Doctor Anderson felt Georgiana’s skin, took her pulse, listened to her heartbeat, examined the soiled bedding. He gestured to Jemma. ‘Would you mind stepping outside, please Jemma? I have a few questions I’d like to ask you.’

Once they were alone, Doctor Anderson asked, ‘When did she start vomiting? What has she had to eat today? When did she start feeling ill?’

Jemma did her best to answer his questions, her arms and legs trembling with shock and fear.

‘Did someone give her mustard to induce vomiting?’ asked Doctor Anderson.

‘Yes,’ Jemma confessed. ‘I did. I read that it was the best thing to give someone for … for … arsenic poisoning.’

Doctor Anderson examined Jemma piercingly over his spectacles. ‘Arsenic poisoning?’ he demanded, inhaling sharply. ‘What makes you think Georgiana has arsenic poisoning?’

Jemma suddenly felt very foolish. What if she had imagined everything? What if she had made Georgiana worse by her rash actions?

‘I found rat poison in the pantry,’ gabbled Jemma before lowering her voice. ‘I think Agnes might have put arsenic in Georgiana’s gruel today. She wouldn’t let me feed the leftover gruel to the cat. It’s very odd how Georgiana is quite well, then suddenly deathly sick. I think Agnes is trying to poison her.’


Doctor Anderson shook his head, pinching the bridge of his nose between his forefingers. ‘Now, now Jemma. Don’t be ridiculous. Why on earth would Agnes want to poison Georgiana? Every house in Sydney has rat poison in the pantry – that’s no proof of anything.’

Jemma went ghost-white, then brick-red. ‘Agnes is horrible,’ she whispered, her eyes on the floor. ‘She hates everyone. She locked me in the coal cellar overnight.’

Doctor Anderson patted Jemma gently on the arm. ‘I know Agnes can be harsh, but I’m sure she’s not capable of attempting to murder a young girl,’ he insisted. ‘Why would she do it? What could Agnes possibly gain from Georgiana’s death?’

Doctor Anderson paused before continuing. ‘Miss Georgiana has been recurrently sick for many weeks now. I know it’s distressing but I’m sure she’ll be all right with the correct care. What is important is that you don’t try to medicate Georgiana yourself. You could, with the very best of intentions, make her much, much worse.’

Jemma scuffed her feet on the floor. She felt sick and helpless. She knew something the doctor didn’t know – that a girl called Georgiana Rose Thornton had been murdered in 1895, and someone in this house must have done it.

‘But doctor, you yourself said it is odd that only Georgiana is sick. She has terrible bouts of vomiting, then is quite well for weeks, then gets sick again – that’s not normal,’ insisted Jemma, grasping him by the arm.

Doctor Anderson patted Jemma on the hand and smiled. ‘Yes, initially that did concern me. Usually gastrointestinal illness is caused by an infection or bacterial toxin that is easily spread within a household, and the diagnostic tests have ruled out a more serious disease. However, I’ve been doing some research, and I believe Georgiana has Cyclical Vomiting Syndrome.

‘It’s quite unusual, but Georgiana displays many of the symptoms – ghostly pallor, headaches and lethargy, but most importantly recurring bouts of severe vomiting followed by periods of wellness. While it can be very debilitating, there is no cure and no risk of mortality. Most affected children seem to grow out of it by puberty.’

Doctor Anderson began to pack up his stethoscope into his leather medical case.

‘But Doctor Anderson …’ Jemma felt confused and exhausted. ‘Miss Rutherford sounds convinced that Georgiana might die.’

Doctor Anderson squeezed Jemma’s hand reassuringly. ‘I think Miss Rutherford is overreacting. All we can do is ensure Miss Georgiana does not become dehydrated, and minimise the potential causes. The report I read suggested the vomiting bouts were usually brought on by exhaustion, indigestible food, exposure to cold or particularly by overexertion and excitement. It is highly likely that Miss Georgiana has done something unusually stimulating in the last forty-eight hours, which has brought on this latest bout.’

Jemma thought carefully. Could it be that taking Georgiana to Kentville for the afternoon on Sunday had actually caused her illness? Could it be my fault that Georgiana is so sick? Perhaps it wasn’t poison at all. Jemma took a deep breath, mulling over the evidence. No – not possible! Someone is trying to murder Georgiana!


Doctor Anderson seemed to read her mind. ‘Now, Jemma, it’s best you don’t dwell on this too much. Please put these foolish thoughts of poison out of your head. Why don’t you go and wash up and get changed? You’ve had a nasty shock.’

Jemma nodded in reluctant agreement and dragged her feet out the door. Despite the doctor’s assurances, Jemma knew, without a doubt, that there was something quite sinister about Georgiana’s illness.

‘Jemma?’ Doctor Anderson called her back, smiling. ‘I thought you’d like to know that I paid a visit to Ma Murphy’s house in Breillat Street.’

Jemma swung around, hope blazing in her eyes, quickly dashed by despair. Would Doctor Anderson say it was once again all in her overactive imagination?

‘What happened?’ Jemma demanded.

‘You were right about the infants,’ Doctor Anderson replied softly. ‘They were being sorely mistreated. Several were desperately ill. I have organised for them to be removed to St Anne’s Hospital where I have undertaken their medical care. I have confidence that, with proper nutrition and medication, all of them will survive.’

Jemma grasped Doctor Anderson’s sleeve. ‘Oh, thank you, doctor! That’s wonderful news. And Ma Murphy?’

‘I don’t think she will be looking after any more babies,’ replied Doctor Anderson. ‘I believe we found sufficient evidence of neglect that she will be convicted and sent to prison.’

Jemma’s heart thudded with elation. ‘I’m glad,’ she replied and turned away towards the servants’ stairs. Then she stopped and swung back towards Doctor Anderson.


‘There is something very strange about Georgiana’s illness, Doctor Anderson,’ Jemma insisted. ‘Don’t wait until it’s too late to believe me.’

Doctor Anderson looked at Jemma appraisingly. ‘Thank you, Jemma. I’ll keep that in mind.’
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In the evening, Connie and Jemma helped Agnes prepare a meal of lamb’s tongue in parsley sauce and crumbed lamb’s brains with mushy peas and boiled potatoes. Jemma couldn’t bring herself to eat it.

She pushed the offal around her plate with her fork, picked at the peas and boiled potatoes, and surreptitiously fed Merlin skerricks of shredded lamb’s brain under the table.

Agnes tutted as Jemma carried her barely touched plate to the sink.

‘Her Highness didn’t enjoy tonight’s supper,’ Agnes told Connie. ‘Perhaps she would prefer roast peacock.’

Jemma ignored her, heading up the service stairs to check on Georgiana. The patient was weak and pale with dark, bruised circles under her eyes. Jemma helped her sip some water.

‘How do you feel, Georgiana?’ asked Jemma, fluffing up her pillows.

‘Like I’ve been hit by a steam tram,’ confessed Georgiana in a croaky, weak voice. ‘I think that is the sickest I have ever been. It was awful. Thanks, though, for helping me. I felt better knowing you were there.’


Jemma mopped Georgiana’s brow with a damp cloth and the girl closed her eyes.

‘Doctor Anderson told me some good news today,’ confided Jemma. ‘He went to visit the babies I saw at Ma Murphy’s house. He’s taken them to hospital and is treating them there – he thinks they will all survive.’

Georgiana opened her eyes and smiled weakly up at Jemma. ‘That is wonderful. Doctor Anderson is a good man. It must be so satisfying for him to be able to help people and make them better. I only hope he can help me get well again too … I don’t want to die.’

Georgiana sobbed, her eyes round with fear. She clutched Jemma’s hand, begging her for reassurance.

‘You won’t die, Georgie,’ Jemma insisted, her voice clouded with fear. ‘I won’t let you die. Doctor Anderson won’t let you die.’

Jemma squeezed Georgiana’s hand firmly, wishing she felt as confident as her words.

‘Doctor Anderson says you should feel much better in the morning,’ Jemma assured her. ‘You need to keep drinking lots of water, though, because you are severely dehydrated. Do you feel like being sick again?’

‘No. I just feel like sleeping for days.’

Jemma didn’t – that night she couldn’t get to sleep. She tossed and turned feverishly. Visions of Georgiana’s illness kept recurring.

Connie slept peacefully in her bed, the deep sleep of perpetual exhaustion.

Jemma paced to and fro across the small attic bedroom in the darkness.


She paused at the window. She could see a nearly full moon skimming across a cloud-skudded sky. The stars were paler tonight, dimmed by the milky moonlight. Jemma glanced at the stables, which were dark and still. Ned must be asleep.

A sudden movement caught her eye, down in the garden, near the stables. The cloud sailed past the moon, and the garden was illuminated. A shadow moved again, then Jemma realised the shadow was a man, creeping furtively through the garden towards the stable. As Jemma’s eyes adjusted to the darkness, she saw the forms of three men moving stealthily from the back lane gate towards the stable door.

She saw the stable door open, then the figures disappeared. A moment later, a candle flame danced around inside the building, gleaming through the chinks in the wall.

Is that Ned? Or are there intruders in the stable? Intruders that might harm Ned or steal the horses? Jemma was torn between fear and anxiety.

Quickly, Jemma reached for her blanket and wrapped it around her shoulders. She slipped noiselessly down the stairs and through the kitchen. The back door was locked, but the huge iron key hung on a hook in the scullery.

With trembling hands, Jemma opened the door, holding her breath as it creaked on its hinges. She crept out through the flower garden, past the vegetable garden and washing line, to the dark shadow of the stable. She tripped over an uneven stone in the path but saved herself before she sprawled face-forward in the dark.


Outside the stable she found Ned’s hoe, which she gripped like a knight’s lance. What to do now? Should I charge into the stable, or spy through the window and find out what’s happening first?

Jemma crept to the window and peeked in. The stables were dark and shadowy. She could vaguely see the horses, Sugar and Butterscotch, shifting in their stalls, and further to the left was the stall where the carriage was parked. To the right was a ladder leading up to the loft where Ned slept and the feed was stored, and further still, the tack room. The door to this room was open, light spilling out from a kerosene lamp. Inside, four men sat on bales of hay, their heads together in deep conversation.

With a start, Jemma realised one of them was Ned.

She moved closer to the tack room, pressing her ear against a chink in the timber wall, straining to hear.

The men’s voices were low, but occasionally one of them would raise his slightly.

‘Got to do something…’

‘… calls for drastic measures …’

Mumble, mumble.

‘… is only a child …’

Mumble, mumble.

‘… a child will die …’

‘It’s the only way …’

‘Are they with us?’

‘When?’

‘Wednesday – it’s definite.’

Jemma heard a rustling and creaking. Peeking through the chink, she saw the four men standing and shaking hands. Then, one by one, they slipped away out the stable door and into the night. Jemma pressed herself into the shadows, not daring to breathe, then she moved back to the window. Ned moved around, putting things away before climbing the ladder. He passed just a few centimetres away from her face on the other side of the wall.

Thoughts churned through her head. The men are obviously planning something. That something will happen on Wednesday. But who is the child? Who will die on Wednesday? Georgiana? What was the parcel Ned had collected from the timber yard? Was it poison? How could Ned be involved in something so terrible? I thought Ned was our friend?

Jemma ran back to the house, heedless of the dark and the rough stone path, which grazed her bare feet. She crept up the stairs, but instead of climbing to her own attic bedroom, she tiptoed into Georgiana’s room. Jemma listened carefully until she identified the girl’s shallow, even breathing. Jemma sighed with relief and lay down on the floor beside her bed, using a cushion for a pillow and curling up under her thin, grey blanket.

The night was an endless stretch of broken, delirious dreams of faceless men led by Ned, creeping up the stairs with hoes, Georgiana screaming. Jemma would wake drenched with sweat to find Georgiana sleeping peacefully. But for how much longer?
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In the morning, Jemma woke well before dawn and crept downstairs to stoke the stove and put the kettle on to boil. Her eyes ached with tiredness. Once she was washed, dressed and had made the tea, she set about her morning chores, moving easily through the now-familiar routine.

As she did every morning, Jemma cleaned out the coal ash from the stove and hefted the buckets out to the compost pile.

Ned was sitting on the steps of the stable, mixing a potion in a bucket between his knees. He wore his usual working outfit: a blue shirt, open at the neck, moleskin trousers and riding boots. Merlin lay beside him, basking in the warm sunshine.

‘Well, here is a soight for sore eyes,’ Ned called, his own green eyes teasing. ‘A fair maiden speckled with ash.’

Jemma laughed, despite herself. She stared intently at Ned. He looked relaxed in the early-morning sun, his long legs sprawling on the ground, his dark, curly hair tousled and his strong hands busy. Could Ned have been planning murder in the night?

He grinned up at her, making her heart melt.

‘What are you concocting?’ Jemma asked curiously. ‘Is it something for the horses?’

‘No, I am making up a mixture for the vegetable garden,’ replied Ned. ‘The caterpillars are munching their way through the lettuce, and everything needs a good spray in springtime.’

He stood up and sloshed some of the potion into a metal spray canister.

‘Nothin’ that a good dose o’ lead arsenic spray will no’ fix,’ Ned joked, pointing the canister at Jemma and pretending to fire.

‘Lead arsenic spray?’ repeated Jemma in horror. ‘Ned – that stuff is deadly poison. It could kill you.’

‘No,’ scoffed Ned, stirring the pesticide vigorously. ‘Tis only potent enough to kill the wee beasties. I use it all the toime.’

‘But you’re not wearing gloves or a mask or anything. And you’re spraying it on our food.’

‘Och, Jemma,’ replied Ned, smiling. ‘Are ye anxious about me?’

Ned staggered up, clutching his hands around his throat as if he was choking to death, then collapsed back on the step, laughing. Merlin stood up and stalked away in apparent disgust, his tail erect like a question mark.

‘Oh, Ned – stop it, you idiot.’ Jemma couldn’t help laughing at Ned’s dramatic death throes.


‘Och, now I am an eedjit, am I? And I thought ye cared for me!’

Jemma thought back to the mysterious shadows visiting the stable last night, the whispered conversation half-heard and Ned skulking around the timber yard. Did she really know Ned? He seemed so kind and funny … Could he really be planning to harm Georgiana?

‘Ned, what did you do last night?’ blurted Jemma, carefully examining his face.

Ned stopped clowning around and concentrated very hard on testing the spray canister.

‘Oh, nothing much,’ he replied casually. ‘Just the usual point o’ beer at the pub with a few lads, then back to share my sorrows with Sugar and Butterscotch.’

Jemma bent down to stroke Merlin, thinking carefully, weighing up her options.

‘Ned, I thought I saw some men skulking around the stables last night,’ Jemma began tentatively.

‘No,’ Ned shook his head, refusing to meet her eyes. ‘Ye must have imagined it. Why would anyone be skulking around here?’

‘I didn’t imagine it,’ Jemma retorted hotly. ‘I was looking out my window. I couldn’t sleep – it must have been late – and I saw three men creep into the stable, stay for a while, then sneak off to the back lane.’

She couldn’t tell him that she had spied through his window and eavesdropped on his conversation.

Ned glanced around the garden to make sure no-one was within earshot.

‘Plaise do no’ tell anyone, Jemma,’ Ned begged, his eyes serious. ‘’Twas my brother and a couple o’ friends. Miss Rutherford does no’ like us to have personal visitors, and Agnes would happily report me if she had the chance.’

‘But they weren’t here on just a social visit, were they Ned?’ pushed Jemma.

Ned glanced away, vigorously stirring his poisonous potion.

‘No,’ Ned agreed finally. ‘Promise ye will no’ tell anyone, Jemma? My brother Patrick works at the timber yards. The master there is a terribly hard man. They slashed the workers’ wages during the worst o’ the depression, but things are looking up now, and they are making a tidy profit.

‘The men work twelve-and fourteen-hour days, six days a week, and hardly make enough to keep body and soul together. There are boys working there as young as eight, fetching and carrying heavy loads of timber all day long. If they falter and drop their loads, they are beaten.’

Jemma remembered the gangs of young boys she had seen toiling at the timber yards, pushing overladen carts and hauling heavy beams, being harangued by the overseer.

‘My younger brother, Johnny, broke his leg when a log rolled over him, and he was turned off without a penny. He could have been killed. He is only twelve and the doctor thinks he will be a cripple. We think it is only a matter of time before one of the boys really is killed.’

Understanding dawned on Jemma. Could the child they were speaking of be Ned’s brother Johnny? Hadn’t they said ‘one day a child will die’, meaning one of the timber workers?

‘Oh, that is terrible,’ cried Jemma, her face twisted with concern. ‘Can’t they do something?’


Ned shot her a grateful glance.

‘Patrick and his friends are planning a strike next Wednesday to get some justice for the timber workers – shorter hours and better pay,’ Ned continued. ‘They needed somewhere clandestine to meet, and I said I would help them. But I would lose my job if Miss Rutherford ever found out. Plaise do no’ tell, Jemma.’

Jemma swallowed. Can it be true? And what was the parcel Ned had collected?

‘I saw you at the timber yards the other day,’ replied Jemma. ‘You looked like you didn’t want anyone to see you. Someone gave you a small parcel.’

Ned looked shocked, then laughed. ‘Well, a fine spy I’d make,’ joked Ned. ‘Being found out so easily by a pretty lass …’

Jemma blushed but would not be fobbed off with a compliment.

‘The parcel was the copy for the pamphlets,’ continued Ned. ‘I took it to the printers for Patrick, because I can get away during the day when I’m doing errands for Miss Rutherford. We printed hundreds of pamphlets to gain support from all the timber workers and their families about why they need to strike and why it’s important to hold out against the mill owners.’

Ned gazed at Jemma imploringly. ‘’Tis hard for a father to look his hungry wife and children in the eye and explain why he is not going to work. But if the workers do no’ make a stand, more children will be hurt or go hungry, while the mill owners live in lavish luxury.

‘But ’tis important the strike remains secret until the last moment, or the mill will just bring in scab labour from outside – and it will all be for nothing.’

Jemma nodded, feeling Ned’s passion and sincerity.

‘I won’t tell anyone,’ Jemma agreed with a smile. ‘But promise me you won’t spray that terrible poison around. I’m scared that, if you don’t kill yourself, you might murder someone else.’

Ned grinned back, relieved.

A loud clang sounded from the kitchen door. Agnes waddled out onto the back path, her meaty arms on her hips, her face red with anger.

‘Uh oh,’ whispered Jemma, jumping to her feet. ‘Agnes on the warpath! Better go!’

‘What are you doing now, you lazy, good-for-nothing hussy?’ roared Agnes. ‘If I catch you gossiping to that stable boy again, I’ll beat you till you’re black and blue. And you, Edward, surely you have something more useful to do than prattle with that guttersnipe.’

Jemma flashed a conspiratorial grin at Ned, picked up her buckets and ran for the house, ducking past Agnes as she swiped a blow at her shoulder.
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Georgiana was feeling much better today. The vomiting did not recur, leaving her feeling weak but human. She stayed in bed most of the day but was able to sit up for a while down in the sitting room in the afternoon, and she even complained of being hungry. Jemma kept checking on her, taking up iced water and hot tea.


Agnes set Jemma and Connie to work making a chicken broth for Miss Georgiana. First they had to chop and fry an onion in dripping. The chopped onions made Jemma’s eyes water and nose twitch.

While the onion was frying, Connie chopped carrots and potatoes to add to the pot. Jemma went out to the garden to fetch thyme and parsley. Connie was then distracted by Doctor Anderson ringing the front doorbell.

Agnes came into the kitchen carrying Miss Rutherford’s tea tray, just as Jemma entered with a fistful of herbs and Connie returned from the front door.

The kitchen was full of acrid smoke and a thick stench.

‘You’ve scorched the onion, you stupid girl.’ Agnes glared at Connie. ‘How many times have I told you to watch the stockpot?’

‘I had to take Doctor Anderson up …’

Agnes reached over and slapped Connie hard across the face. ‘Watch what you’re doing, you useless, lazy pinhead.’

Tears sprang to Connie’s eyes from the pain and she reeled back. A flash of anger blazed through Jemma. She had had enough of Agnes’s taunts and cruelty.

‘Don’t you dare hit Connie,’ Jemma blazed. ‘You have no right to strike anyone – especially over a burnt onion.’

‘I’ve the right to do whatever I want to her – or you!’ snapped Agnes, reaching over to the table to snatch up a wooden spoon. ‘You’re both stupid slum girls. Who are you going to tell – your parents? You don’t have any. They probably abandoned you years ago.’

Agnes leant over to wallop Connie across the back with the spoon. Jemma charged and threw herself between Agnes and Connie, pushing away Agnes’s raised arm.


‘I do have parents, and they taught me never to hit anyone smaller than me,’ retorted Jemma. ‘I think you’re just a nasty, horrible bully.’

‘You little dimwit,’ exclaimed Agnes, turning the wooden spoon towards Jemma and lunging. ‘I’ll teach you to speak to me like that.’

Jemma feinted, jumping out of the way. Connie muffled a giggle as Agnes overbalanced and nearly fell. Agnes’s face turned a deep tomato-red, sweating with anger as she grabbed for Jemma.

Jemma, light on her feet, skipped around the chair. Agnes thrust with the wooden spoon, her large backside sending the cutting board of diced carrot and potato flying across the kitchen floor. Jemma danced around the table, her skirts billowing. Connie jumped back; her face beamed at the comic scene before her.

Agnes charged across the kitchen, bellowing like a bull, as Jemma skipped out of the way. A patch of diced carrot was Agnes’s undoing. She stepped, slipped and slid across the kitchen floor, sprawling on her stomach at Jemma’s feet.

At that moment, the kitchen door swung open to admit Miss Rutherford, Doctor Anderson and a pale, weak Georgiana.

‘What’s all this commotion?’ demanded Miss Rutherford, staring down at Agnes. ‘What in heaven’s name is going on?’

‘I … I,’ Agnes blabbered with embarrassment, floundering to get to her feet.

‘Agnes was trying to strike me with the wooden spoon,’ Jemma explained sweetly, dropping into a shallow curtsey.


‘She already clouted me,’ added Connie, pointing to the reddening welt on her left cheek. ‘Jemma was trying to protect me.’

‘Beating children?’ demanded Doctor Anderson, moving closer to examine Connie’s cheek. ‘Surely you don’t condone thrashing your staff, Miss Rutherford? This is a nasty welt on the poor child’s face. She could easily have been severely injured or blinded.’

Miss Rutherford flushed, glaring down at Agnes, who shrank against the floorboards, the wooden spoon dropping from her hand.

‘No, no,’ Miss Rutherford insisted. ‘Agnes, what were you thinking? Are you quite all right, Connie?’

Connie sniffed theatrically, holding her left eye halfclosed.

‘It hurts badly,’ Connie admitted bravely. ‘I don’t know if I can see.’

Agnes scrambled to her feet, her mouth working as she sought to defend herself.

‘Poor Connie,’ sympathised Georgiana, squeezing Connie’s shoulder. ‘You look terrible. Perhaps she should go and lie down, Aunt Harriet?’

Miss Rutherford seized on this suggestion.

‘Good idea,’ agreed Miss Rutherford quickly. ‘Jemma, help Connie up to her room so she can lie down. Agnes, you’d better clean up this mess. And please refrain from beating the staff in future.’

Doctor Anderson winked at Jemma behind Miss Rutherford’s back as she helped Connie towards the backstairs.


‘Perhaps you would be so good as to make her some hot chocolate, Agnes?’ suggested Doctor Anderson gravely. ‘It will help raise her blood sugar and may help avert any symptoms of shock. Jemma could probably do with some too.’

‘Hot chocolate, my foot,’ snorted Agnes derisively. ‘What she needs is– ’

‘Thank you, Agnes,’ interrupted Miss Rutherford. ‘Please do as the doctor suggests and make the girls some hot chocolate.’

Agnes fumed, glaring at Connie and Jemma.

‘I’ll take it up to them for you, Agnes,’ offered Georgiana innocently. ‘I know how you dislike trudging up all those stairs.’

Connie and Jemma muffled their giggles as they ran up to the attic. It felt so good to get the better of Agnes, even if it was just a fleeting victory. Jemma was sure that Agnes’s wrath would be formidable once Miss Rutherford and Dr Anderson were out of the way.

Georgiana followed a few minutes behind with three large mugs of foaming hot chocolate and a plate of shortbread.

‘Are you all right, Connie?’ asked Georgiana, her brow wrinkled with concern.

Connie pulled a face, one eye slightly puffy from the slap.

‘Of course,’ replied Connie. ‘It was nothing worse than Agnes has given me a hundred times before, but I thought I’d better act up for Miss Rutherford and Doctor Anderson so they thought Agnes had really hurt me.’

Jemma and Connie sipped appreciatively on the hot chocolate.


‘This is delicious!’ Jemma proclaimed, licking the milky froth from her top lip.

Georgiana grinned.

‘Doctor Anderson stood over Agnes while she made it, to ensure she put in heaps of chocolate,’ Georgiana giggled with glee. ‘Agnes was fuming. She had no choice but to make it that way – doctor’s orders! She looked like she would have happily put poison in our chalices instead of chocolate.’

Jemma paused thoughtfully. Poison again! Who would want to poison Georgiana?
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Their reprieve was sweet but short-lived. As soon as Doctor Anderson had left and Miss Rutherford had retired to the drawing room to write letters, Agnes was storming up the stairs to order them back to work.

‘Jemma, you can clean Miss Rutherford’s room,’ barked Agnes. ‘Make sure you do it perfectly. Connie, black all the fire grates.’

Connie and Jemma exchanged glances. Jemma licked the last of the chocolate from her mug and stood up to follow Agnes down to the kitchen.

Jemma trudged back up the stairs, carrying a pail with dusters, rags and beeswax. Miss Rutherford’s bedroom was at the front of the house, overlooking Johnston Street towards the bay.


Jemma knocked on the door quietly. There was no response, so she pushed it open to an empty room. She had never been into this bedroom before – Agnes hadn’t trusted her to clean the mistress’s inner sanctum. Jemma gazed about curiously.

A large, bright window, framed with cream lace curtains, overlooked the gardens and the view of the bay in the distance. An unmade, four-poster bed stood in the centre, draped with mosquito netting and piled with overstuffed bolsters and pillows. A marble fireplace stood on the third wall, opposite the windows, with a stately dressing table and chest of drawers on either side of the bed.

Jemma put down her pail and began making the bed. Agnes had taught her to make beds perfectly, with all the sheets tight as a drum and the crimson coverlets smoothed over flawlessly. Jemma then fluffed up the feather pillows, which released a cloud of soft, floral perfume.

Jemma moved to dust the chest of drawers and then the cedar dressing table, with its ornate turned legs and frame. Using a soft rag, she polished the timber with beeswax. Jemma found the work soothing and comforting – almost like meditation.

On top of the chest of drawers was a silver tray with a brown glass medicine bottle stoppered with a cork alongside a silver teaspoon. Jemma picked up the bottle and read its printed label:
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Laudanum again, thought Jemma. Another poison. She uncorked the bottle and sniffed the red-brown liquid – she could smell a mixture of strong alcohol, a bitter, herbal scent and a syrupy, sugary overtone. She hurriedly re-stoppered the cork and replaced the bottle on its tray.

The bottle looked oddly familiar, then Jemma remembered her trip to the apothecary when she had picked up half a dozen ones just like this for Miss Rutherford. I wonder if all six bottles were laudanum? thought Jemma.

Next to the tray was a small timber box, ornately carved and inlaid with mother-of-pearl. Jemma picked it up and polished the lid and sides. She went to place the box back on the chest of drawers but clumsily dropped it, spilling the contents. Jemma stooped to retrieve the items that had spread over the carpet – a gold brooch, a string of pearls, a few buttons, a silver-framed photograph and a box of pills.

She scooped the items back into the box carefully. Her fingers closed over the silver frame. Jemma recognised the photograph instantly. It was the same portrait that Georgiana had shown her of her father – except the matching pair, the photograph of Georgiana’s mother, was missing.

How odd, thought Jemma. You’d think that Miss Rutherford would keep a photo of her sister, rather than her brother-in-law, in her treasure box.

The last item was a rectangular box of pills:
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Jemma read the back of the box:
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Arsenic wafers, thought Jemma in dismay. Arsenic is the same poison that was in Agnes’s rat poison and Ned’s pesticide spray.

Jemma opened the box. It was half full of flat, white pills. Someone had already taken a large number of them. But who? Harriet Rutherford? Or Georgiana Rose Thornton …

The sound of hurried footsteps came from the landing. Jemma quickly closed the pills, jammed them back in the ornamental box with the other items, replaced the box on the dressing table and assiduously began rubbing the dresser legs with an oily rag.

Miss Rutherford burst into the room, panting slightly, as though she had been running.

‘Oh, Jemima, I didn’t expect to see you here!’ exclaimed Miss Rutherford, looking flustered and short of breath.

‘I’m just finishing up, ma’am,’ replied Jemma. ‘Can I get you anything?’

‘No, not at all,’ Miss Rutherford assured her. ‘How is Miss Georgiana today? Is she feeling better after her latest bout of illness? Has she been taking her medicine?’

Miss Rutherford’s eyes flickered to the chest of drawers.


‘We are following Doctor Anderson’s instructions to the letter,’ confirmed Jemma. ‘She has been feeling a bit weak and dizzy, but there has been no more vomiting.’

Miss Rutherford looked distracted and not much comforted by this news.

‘Please leave me now, Jemima,’ ordered Miss Rutherford, rubbing her head fitfully. ‘I’m not feeling well and need to lie down for a while. My nerves are overstretched from all this excitement. Would you mind unlacing me before you go?’

Miss Rutherford turned around. Jemma deftly undid the long row of tiny, silk-covered buttons at the back of her dove-grey dress. Miss Rutherford stepped out of the billows of silk, dropping the voluminous layers of petticoats to the floor. Jemma scooped the material into her arms and draped them with the dress over the nearby armchair.

Miss Rutherford was left standing in her underwear: long, frilly drawers, a daintily embroidered cotton chemise and a pair of stays tightly laced down the back, nipping her waist into a fashionable hourglass silhouette. The knot was difficult to undo, and Jemma fumbled until she could loosen it.

When the stays were released, Miss Rutherford let out a sigh of relief, breathing deeply. Jemma wondered how she could breathe at all with the cruel corset crushing her abdomen all day. Miss Rutherford hurried to the chest of drawers where she took the brown laudanum bottle and, with shaking hands, poured out a teaspoonful.

Jemma dawdled, folding up the stays and putting them away.


Miss Rutherford gulped down the liquid, grimacing at its bitter taste. She licked her lips and then poured herself another teaspoon, which she sipped more delicately.

‘I have a dreadful headache and need my medicine for the pain,’ explained Miss Rutherford, returning the bottle to its tray.

Miss Rutherford kicked off her shoes and peeled off her stockings, flinging them onto the floor.

Jemma raised her eyebrows and stooped to pick up the discarded items. She moved around the room silently, shaking out the grey gown and hanging it in the wardrobe, then folding each of the petticoats.

Miss Rutherford lay down on the bed, her head propped on pillows, a rug tossed over her body. Gradually, her stiff posture relaxed and a dreamy look came over her face. Jemma noticed her pupils had constricted to pinpoints.

‘Could you draw the curtains for me please J … J … Jane, I mean Jenny, dear child?’ slurred Miss Rutherford lethargically. ‘I’m going to have a little rest. I do hope you are happy here with us. It’s a lovely place Rosethorne, isn’t it? I’ve always wanted it … It is the most beautiful house I’ve ever seen … I love Rosethorne, more than anything else … Thank you, Janey. You can leave me now.’

Jemma gathered up her bucket and rags and quietly slipped out of the room, her head buzzing with everything she had seen.
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In the kitchen, Agnes had planned her revenge. Jemma and Connie had to scrub the kitchen floor again. An iron bucket held hot water and lye. The girls had to scour the floor on their hands and knees with wooden scrubbing brushes and sandsoap, then mop up the dirty water with rags.

The petticoats did little to pad their knees from the hard floor, and the harsh alkaline lye made Jemma’s hands sting and burn. Her arms ached as she rubbed back and forth, and the sweat ran down her forehead, stinging her eyes.

‘Sorry, Connie,’ apologised Jemma. ‘It’s my fault we have to scrub this floor again. If I hadn’t stood up to Agnes she wouldn’t be so angry. I should just have stayed quiet.’

‘And let her beat me?’ replied Connie. ‘Don’t you worry. It’s worth every second to see Agnes in trouble with Miss Rutherford. And when she sprawled at your feet – I thought I was going to die laughing. It was a sweet scene indeed.’

In the evening, Jemma escaped to the garden at dusk to pick flowers for Miss Rutherford’s dinner tray, carrying a flat basket over her arm and a pair of sharp scissors. She wandered through the garden, inhaling the scent of lavender, gardenias and roses. To the west, she saw the sun setting in a blaze of crimson and hot pink, then to the east she saw a huge full moon majestically climbing into the sky. It shone golden bright, glittering a pathway across the black bay.

A full moon, thought Jemma. I wonder if it’s a full moon at home?

Sighing, Jemma twisted her ivory rose pendant and wondered what her mum and dad were doing now, and Ruby and Sammy, and everyone else she had left behind.


When all the evening chores had been done, she followed Connie upstairs, changed into her nightclothes and climbed into bed, turning off the kerosene lamp.

‘Connie, when I was in Miss Rutherford’s room, I found a box of arsenic wafers,’ said Jemma in the darkness. ‘Do you know what they’re for?’

Connie snorted.

‘’Course, lots of ladies take arsenic wafers to make them more beautiful. It gives them that pale, frail, helpless, ladylike look.’

‘But arsenic is a deadly poison?’ asked Jemma.

‘Only if you take too many tablets at once,’ explained Connie. ‘Lots of ladies put arsenic and lead powder on their face to make their skin whiter and softer. I’ve thought of doing it to get rid of my freckles.’

‘Don’t you dare!’ exclaimed Jemma, sitting up straight.

Connie just grunted in reply, turning over and pulling the blanket over her head.

‘Connie, have you thought about leaving here and going back to school?’ suggested Jemma. ‘If you could just finish school, then you could train as a teacher or a nurse or something, and it would be a much better life than scrubbing floors forever.’

‘Hmmmph,’ replied Connie. ‘Can you please go to sleep!’

Connie was soon deep in slumber, breathing rhythmically. Jemma tossed and turned but couldn’t get comfortable.

At last, Jemma slipped out of bed, grabbing a blanket to throw over her long nightdress, and crept down the stairs. She felt she should sleep in Georgiana’s room again, to keep her safe.


‘Who’s there?’ whispered Georgiana in fright as Jemma opened the door with a creak.

‘Shhh. It’s only me – Jemma. I thought I’d sleep in here with you, if that’s all right? I can sleep on the floor on the rug.’

‘Oh,’ replied Georgiana, sounding relieved. ‘Sure – are you worried about me? I do feel so much better.’

Jemma tiptoed over towards Georgiana’s bed and made a pallet for herself on the floor once more, using the cushion from the armchair. Through the window, the garden was bathed in bright, cold moonlight, creating strange shadows that looked like creatures of the night. The lace curtains stirred in the slight breeze from the open window.

‘You know, Georgiana, yesterday when you were so terribly sick – what else did you have to eat or drink besides Agnes’s gruel?’ asked Jemma. ‘Can you remember?’

Georgiana shrugged in the shadows, thumping her pillow to make it softer.

‘Nothing much – porridge and tea for breakfast – then more tea – and Aunt Harriet brought me some pills just before lunch …’

‘Pills?’ demanded Jemma, sitting up abruptly and forgetting to whisper. ‘What kind of pills? Were they small, white wafers? And how many did you have?’

‘Yes, how did you know?’ asked Georgiana. ‘Aunt Harriet said Doctor Anderson had said I must take three tablets to help me sleep. She said she wanted to watch me take them so she knew I was following Doctor Anderson’s instructions. Aunt Harriet said she was worried I hadn’t been taking all my medicine lately … though I don’t know how she guessed. That was just shortly before you brought the gruel up …’

‘Promise me, Georgiana, that you will never take any of those pills from your Aunt Harriet again,’ Jemma insisted. ‘Ever!’

Jemma reached over and shook Georgiana’s leg to emphasise her point.

‘Why? Do you think the pills might have made me ill? I’m sure Doctor Anderson wouldn’t give me medicine that would make me sick. He’s such a caring, lovely man.’

‘No, not Doctor Anderson, but … but … Perhaps your aunt accidently gave you the wrong dose … or gave you pills that weren’t really meant for you …’ Jemma couldn’t bear to tell Georgiana that perhaps her only living relative was trying to murder her.

Why? Why would Harriet Rutherford want to murder her niece – daughter of her only sister?

‘Georgiana … Who owns this house?’ asked Jemma.

‘Why, I do,’ replied Georgiana. ‘At least it’s held in trust for me until I turn twenty-one. Papa left me all his money and shares, along with the house, with Aunt Harriet as my guardian until I come of age, which is not for another nine years.’

‘And say something terrible happened to you before you turned twenty-one, who would inherit everything?’

Georgiana shrugged. ‘Well, Aunt Harriet I guess, as she’s my only living relative, but that’s unlikely. She’s years older and will surely pass away before me. Why do you ask?’

‘Oh, no particular reason,’ Jemma replied. ‘Is Doctor Anderson coming tomorrow to check on you?’


‘Yes, he said he’ll come at about nine o’clock, when he’s on his rounds.’

‘That’s good,’ answered Jemma. ‘We’ll talk to him then.’

Jemma settled down onto her hard bed, disturbed but relieved that she felt she had solved the mystery. Tomorrow she would present all the evidence, including the arsenic wafers, to Doctor Anderson – surely he would believe her now and do something to stop Harriet Rutherford. She drifted off to sleep, truly relaxed for the first time in days.
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It was much, much later when something woke Jemma – a creaking. The full moon was shining right inside Georgiana’s room, leaving pools of liquid light on the floor. Jemma wriggled away from the glow, deeper into the shadows beside Georgiana’s bed, falling quickly back towards sleep.

The creak sounded again, intruding through Jemma’s sleepy fug. Her eyes flickered open as consciousness slowly returned.

Jemma suddenly breathed in deeply. The creak had come from inside Georgiana’s room. Someone was in there! Jemma could see a white figure floating slowly across the room. A ghost!

Jemma shrank down onto the floorboards, trying to make herself invisible, her heart thumping in fear. Jemma hardly dared to breathe; her eyes were round and huge, peering into the dimness. Then she closed her eyes, willing the apparition to disappear, but when she opened them again the apparition was closer, floating towards her.

Jemma smelt something sweet, floral and oddly familiar.

The apparition stumbled over Jemma, then bent over the bed, seemingly unaware of her presence. The figure placed something over Georgiana’s face, pressing down. With a jolt of terror, Jemma realised it was a thick feather pillow, suffocating Georgiana.

Jemma screamed. Georgiana gasped and then struggled as the pillow smothered her face. She fought free, hitting up with arms and legs.

‘Jemma! Jemma! Help me, Jemma!’ screamed Georgiana desperately, breaking free momentarily. The pillow plunged down again, covering Georgiana’s nose and mouth, suffocating her, stealing her life.

Jemma leapt to her feet and charged the apparition, punching, pulling and pushing it. Georgiana screamed again – a long, piercing cry that was hastily cut off by the smothering pillow. The apparition pushed down with iron strength. Georgiana was weak, sick, tired. She struggled more and more futilely, then collapsed.

Jemma found the edge of the pillow in the darkness and pulled with a strength born of fear. The apparition and Jemma tussled for control, back and forth, before Jemma won, seizing the pillow and hurling it across the room. The apparition turned on Jemma, flailing, punching, kicking.

Jemma grunted with pain and retreated.

A lamp flared, flooding the room with golden light. Georgiana, pale and shaking, held up the lamp, her eyes huge with terror. The attacking figure wasn’t a ghost – it was Harriet Rutherford in a white nightdress, her long hair streaked with grey tumbling down her back.

Miss Rutherford snarled at Jemma like a wild animal, her pupils constricted, her hands clenched like claws.

‘You,’ she spat. ‘You devil’s spawn.’

Miss Rutherford launched at Jemma again, scratching at her face. Her fingers grasped around Jemma’s neck and squeezed. Georgiana screamed again.

‘You’re on Rose’s side,’ accused Miss Rutherford, shaking Jemma. ‘My perfect sister. Everyone loves her. Everyone gives her all the attention. She even stole my beau. I should have been the one to marry him. I should have been the one to be given this house. Not her. Not Rose.’

Jemma choked and struggled, trying to free herself.

‘Aunt Harriet!’ pleaded Georgiana, her voice raw. ‘You’re hurting Jemma.’

Over Miss Rutherford’s shoulder, Jemma could see first Agnes, then Connie and Ned rush into the room, summoned by the frantic screams.

‘Miss Rutherford!’ screeched Agnes. ‘What on earth are you doing? Stop it. Please stop it! You’re not yourself – you’re having one of your turns!’

Miss Rutherford faltered at the sound of Agnes’s voice. Her hands slipped and tangled in the fine gold chain hanging around Jemma’s throat.

‘She was trying to kill Georgiana,’ gasped Jemma. ‘She’s been poisoning Georgiana with arsenic pills.’

‘No,’ cried Agnes. ‘Miss Rutherford isn’t well, but she wouldn’t kill anyone.’

Miss Rutherford paused, her eyes wide with fear and madness, then lunged violently towards Jemma.


‘Jemma,’ yelled Ned, his face pale with concern.

The gold chain tangled around Miss Rutherford’s finger and snapped, sending the ivory pendant skittering across the floor and into the shadows. Miss Rutherford struck Jemma again, sending her reeling. Ned charged forward, running to Jemma’s rescue.

‘Ned,’ called Jemma desperately as she fell. Jemma’s head hit the floor with brutal force, jolting pain through her body like an electric shock. She felt herself go limp, then it seemed as though she was floating.

Through the mists of pain and darkness and time, Jemma could hear Ned’s lovely Irish brogue: ‘Jemma, are ye all roight? Plaise speak to me, lovely lass! Jemma … Jemma …’

‘Ned … Ned …’

‘Jemma, darling?’

Jemma’s eyes flickered open. The space was filled with painful, bright, fluorescent light. She could hear tiny beeps and smell flowers.

The source of the smell became apparent from the vast bank of flowers by her side – blues, pinks, creams, purples, oranges, whites, yellows and reds.

‘Jemma, darling, can you hear me?’

The words crumbled through Jemma’s foggy brain. They were beautifully, deliciously familiar.

‘Mama?’ Jemma’s eyes darted around. She was in a pale-grey room in a narrow, high bed surrounded by grey curtains. Behind her was a bank of monitors, beeping and flashing red lights. She had an oxygen tube in her nose, a monitor on her finger and a drip feeding into a vein on top of her hand.


Beside her sat her mother, Elizabeth, a look of unbelievable joy on her face. She leant forward in a vinyl, plastic hospital chair, a book on her lap, her hair scraped back into a greasy ponytail. She wore stained jeans and an old, oversized man’s T-shirt. Her face was pale and puffy, with dark circles under her eyes and creases of sorrow around her mouth. Jemma thought she had never looked more beautiful.

‘Mama!’

‘Oh darling, darling girl,’ cried Elizabeth. ‘You’ve come back to us.’

With trembling arms, Elizabeth cradled Jemma gently, as though she might break, tears pouring down her face.

‘Oh, we’ve been so worried. You’ve been in a coma. The doctors can’t understand it. Oh thank goodness you’re awake, my darling, darling girl,’ sobbed Elizabeth, smearing away the tears with the back of her hand. ‘I must call Daddy, he’s gone out to get us some coffee. I’ve hardly left your side for days. I’ve been reading to you.’

Elizabeth held up the book on her lap. It was The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe.

‘It was your favourite, remember?’ babbled Elizabeth. ‘Maggie gave it to me – you’d been reading it to Sammy. I used to read it to you when you were younger, then you read it yourself over and over.’

Shaking and fumbling and crying, Elizabeth found her phone and pressed the button to summon Dan, who ran in a few moments later, coffee slopping from two styrofoam cups. He threw the cups in the sink and gathered Jemma up in his arms, oblivious to tubes, drips and monitors.


‘My baby girl. My precious Poss.’

Two doctors followed soon after, along with a bevy of nurses, shooing Elizabeth and Dan out of the room.

Jemma groped around her neck for the familiar feel of her ivory rose. It was gone, and she felt a keen sense of loss. She thought back to everything that had happened. Could it all have been a dream? A coma-induced hallucination? Did I imagine it all – Georgiana and Ned and Connie and Molly and Agnes and Harriet Rutherford?

Jemma fell back on her plasticky pillow, exhausted. The doctors checked everything – pulse, blood pressure, blood tests, reflexes – and ran a series of CAT scans and X-rays.

They pronounced her perfectly healthy but couldn’t explain the strange, angry red rash and cracked skin of her hands.

‘It must be some strange sort of allergic reaction to the drugs we’ve been giving you,’ the doctor decided. Jemma smiled – her raw, calloused hands seemed proof that she had really travelled back in time to 1895 to scrub floors, pots and clothes.

Finally, she was allowed to go home, taking with her armfuls of flowers and cards.

Ruby came to visit, coming up to her turquoise and sage-green bedroom. Jemma wallowed in its comfort and prettiness, with her white desk, crowded bookshelves and appliquéd cushions.

Jemma lolled back on her bed, wearing her pink shorty pyjamas and thick socks, revelling in the clean, sweet-smelling sheets and soft mattress.

Ruby perched on the side of the bed. ‘We were all so worried about you, Jem. Everyone at school has been writing cards and sending flowers.’

‘I feel fine now,’ Jemma assured her. ‘It is so great to see you – I really missed you.’

The two friends grinned at each other.

‘Could you do me a favour, Rubes? Could you ask mum if we can look at the laptop for a while? I’m not usually allowed to upstairs, but I just want to google something – it’s really important.’

Ruby looked puzzled but ran downstairs and fetched the computer.

‘I promised your mum we wouldn’t do anything she wouldn’t approve of.’ Ruby opened the laptop and passed it to Jemma.

With trembling fingers, Jemma typed in the words ‘Rosethorne’ and ‘Georgiana Thornton’, then clicked on a copy of an article.


Heritage Mansion for Sale

Rosethorne, a heritage-listed Victorian– Gothic mansion in Johnston Street, Annandale, is to be auctioned today. Rosethorne is one of several nineteenth-century mansions on Johnston Street, which are collectively known as the Witches’ Houses because of their turrets, which resemble witches’ hats.

The row of mansions was built during the 1880s by renowned builder and Mayor of Sydney John Young. Young planned to establish Annandale as a model suburb for the gentry, but the depression and resultant property slump of the 1890s meant the area evolved into a working-class suburb.

The houses are renowned for their striking architectural features, including gargoyles, lions, turrets and towers.

Rosethorne was the childhood home of pioneer female doctor Georgiana Rose Thornton. The house was named after her mother, Rose Thornton. Georgiana had a tragic childhood, losing both her parents by the age of twelve. She was brought up by her guardian, Harriet Rutherford, until her aunt was certified insane and committed to Callan Park Lunatic Asylum after the mysterious disappearance of a young maidservant. Georgiana then lived with a local doctor’s family while she completed school.

Georgiana Thornton was one of the first women to study medicine at Sydney University and qualified as a doctor in 1907. She worked amongst the poor families of Annandale for many years, for little or no renumeration, as well as practising at Sydney Hospital. In 1915, frustrated by the Australian Army’s refusal to allow female doctors to enlist, Doctor Thornton travelled to England and enlisted in the Royal Army Medical Corps. She served at Gallipoli and in France and was awarded the Military Medal for bravery, continuing to operate on patients while under German air attack. She is credited with saving the lives of hundreds of Allied soldiers during World War I.

At the close of the war, Doctor Thornton returned to her home at Rosethorne, where she married a returned soldier, Edward O’Farrell, whom she had operated on during the withdrawal from Gallipoli. Georgiana never had any children due to a severe illness she contracted during childhood. Georgiana died in 1977 at the age of ninety-four.

Rosethorne House is a significant piece of Annandale history, and its auction is expected to raise considerable interest.



Jemma read the article with tears streaming down her face. Georgiana had lived! She had become a famous, pioneering doctor, saved hundreds of lives, won the Military Medal for bravery. Georgiana had had a long and rich life, and died in 1977.

‘Are you all right, Jem?’ asked Ruby, her face creased with concern. ‘Shall I call your mum?’

‘No, I’m fine,’ sniffed Jemma, wiping her hand across her eyes. ‘I’m happy – well, just a little bit sad.’

There was a soft knocking on the door and Elizabeth came in carrying a tray.

‘Hi girls, are you hungry?’ asked Elizabeth. ‘I made you a cup of tea and some banana bread.’

‘Thanks, Mum. That sounds great.’

Elizabeth handed them each a cup of tea and a plate with a slice of banana bread, which was looking rather scorched and crumbly.


‘It’s a bit dry,’ Elizabeth commented, screwing up her nose. ‘I think I might have burnt it a little.’

Jemma examined the banana bread more closely. ‘Mum, did you bake this? You never bake anything!’

Elizabeth looked a little shamefaced. ‘Well, I’m taking a couple of weeks off until you go back to school, so I thought I’d try some baking. I know Milla bakes for you girls a lot; I thought I’d give it a go. How hard can it be?’

Jemma looked at the banana bread again and traded glances with Ruby. ‘Mmmm. Looks delicious, Mum.’

‘Fibber!’ admonished Elizabeth.

Jemma took a tentative nibble, chewing slowly and swallowing with some difficulty. Ruby bravely took a bite of hers.

Elizabeth laughed, throwing her hands in the air. ‘All right. Enough!’ She took the two plates away and placed them on the desk. ‘I’ll admit I’m a lousy baker. I’ve got some Tim Tams in the cupboard – would you prefer those?’

‘Yes, please,’ chorused Ruby and Jemma.

‘Obviously, I’ll never make a baker.’ Elizabeth rolled her eyes.

‘Maybe we can do some baking together while I’m off school?’ suggested Jemma tentatively. ‘I’m told I make a pretty good scone.’

Elizabeth looked surprised, then smiled. ‘Sure. That would be fun. The other thing we need to do is plan your birthday party. I’ve checked with Luella and she’s happy for us to book out the whole nail salon, so we can ask at least twelve people. I researched a quote on those cute little noodle boxes. All we need to do now is pick a date, draw up the invitation list and design the invitations.’


Jemma took a deep breath. She glanced at Ruby. Ruby smiled.

‘Actually, Mum,’ Jemma began. ‘About my birthday party … What I’d really like to do is have a sleepover here at home.’

Elizabeth frowned, pushing her sleek hair back behind her ear.

‘But darling, I’ve already …’ Elizabeth paused, thoughtfully. ‘Oh? A sleepover? What exactly did you want to do?’

Jemma smiled, ticking off items on her fingers. ‘I want to have my four best friends over for dinner – just something simple, like spag bol. I want to listen to music, sing, dance and laugh. I want to watch DVDs till late, then have everyone sleep on the floor of my room. I want to stay up half the night chatting, then wake up early in the morning and cook up a big batch of pancakes.’

Ruby laughed. ‘I’d better help cook the pancakes,’ she suggested. ‘The last batch you made was gross!’

‘There’s not much room in here …’ Elizabeth hesitated.

‘A hundred years ago there were probably six kids sleeping in this room every night! Maybe seven!’

Elizabeth examined the familiar face of her daughter. It had somehow changed since the fall down the stairs. She looked more determined, more confident, a little older, a little sadder. Above all, she looked infinitely precious.

‘Sounds wonderful,’ agreed Elizabeth. ‘A sleepover it is! A perfect, sleepless birthday celebration.’

Jemma threw her arms around her mother’s neck.

‘Thanks, Mum. That would be awesome.’
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A week later, Jemma was well enough to walk around to Rosethorne. It felt strange walking the busy streets of Annandale, and she was sad to see the ugly blocks of flats replacing two of the gracious Witches’ Houses. It was odd to see the beautiful gardens of Kentville replaced by tiny semis and terraces that were actually a hundred years old.

It felt great to be wearing denim leggings and her black Fantastique sparkly T-shirt and silver ballet slippers, instead of layers of stifling petticoats, stays and heavy boots.

A blond-haired boy, one of her neighbours, rode past on his skateboard. He saw her, then stopped, holding up his hand in a salute.

‘Hey, Jemma,’ he called. ‘Glad to see you up and about again. I heard you were pretty sick.’

‘Hi, Tom,’ replied Jemma, shyly pushing a tendril of fair hair behind her ear. Tom had never spoken to her before. ‘I was in hospital for a week in a coma, but I’m okay now.’


He smiled at her. Jemma noticed he had dark, chocolate eyes that crinkled at the corners when he smiled.

‘That’s pretty rough.’ Tom kicked at an old aluminium can in the gutter. ‘Glad you’re okay now. Will you be back on the bus soon?’

Jemma smiled back. ‘Next week – I go back to school on Monday.’

Tom jumped back on his skateboard with a lazy wave. ‘Awesome, see you then.’

Jemma smiled to herself and continued down around past the Abbey into Johnston Street and along the front row of the Witches’ Houses.

She ran her fingers along the rough stone wall spotted with lichen and moss. She paused on the footpath and glanced down onto the bitumen road between the parked cars. That was the spot where she had first seen Ned and his dancing green eyes. She glanced up at the stone facade of Rosethorne, with its gracious tower and turret. There was movement at the window.

A lace curtain twitched and a small, pale face of a little girl peered down, smiling in welcome – then disappeared.

Jemma took a deep breath. She opened the latch on the high, arched gate and climbed the steps. The garden at the front was overgrown with weeds, but a thick vine of purple wisteria wound up over the face of the house, its chandelier blossoms filling the air with a sweet scent.

The front door flew open and Sammy raced out, flinging her arms around Jemma’s waist.

‘Jemma,’ she squealed. ‘Jemma, you’re back!’

Jemma hugged Sammy hard. ‘Yes, I’m back,’ she replied.


Maggie came running to the door, panting breathlessly. As usual, her caramel hair was piled in a wispy, messy bun. She had streaks of grey clay on her face and hands, but she beamed with pure joy to see Jemma again.

‘Jemma, it is so good to see you. We were so worried. Are you feeling all right? Come in, come in.’

Jemma stepped through the front door into the entrance hall of Rosethorne.

It was so, so different to the way it looked in 1895. And so, so different to the way it had looked a couple of weeks ago, when she had fallen down the stairs.

Maggie and Sammy had obviously been busy. All the boxes had been cleared away, and the reception rooms had been freshly painted in a pale, soft green. The floorboards had been polished to a golden, honey hue and the rooms simply furnished with a few pieces of old timber furniture.

‘It looks beautiful.’ Jemma stroked the freshly painted walls with her finger. ‘How did it happen?’

‘When you fell down the stairs, I felt terrible,’ explained Maggie. ‘Somehow I blamed myself because the house was so dilapidated. I couldn’t work on my exhibition because I was so worried about you.’

‘Oh, Maggie – your exhibition?’ cried Jemma.

Maggie shrugged and continued. ‘I started working on the house to keep myself busy. Your dad came around to let me know how you were doing, and he pitched in and started helping, then Ruby’s parents came around to help too, and in a couple of days we seemed to achieve miracles. It made us all feel better to be doing something, anything, to keep ourselves preoccupied.’


‘Wow.’ Jemma gazed around. ‘I think it looks great.’

‘We made a lovely little discovery while you were away, too,’ added Maggie. ‘Shall we show her, Sammy?’

Sammy nodded vigorously, skipping ahead towards the stairs. ‘Naughty Shadow ran away,’ she called, jumping up the stairs two at a time, her plaits flying. ‘We called and searched everywhere when you were in hospital.’

Jemma and Maggie followed behind Sammy more sedately.

‘Oh, no.’ Jemma looked at Maggie with concern. ‘Did you find her?’

‘We found her hidden behind some boxes in the studio,’ shouted Sammy from the top of the stairs. ‘Just about when you woke up again. That’s where we found her when we first moved in – living in the old stables – and she just sort of adopted us.’

Sammy ran into her own room, the door flying open. Jemma and Maggie followed closely behind.

Sammy was kneeling beside a cardboard box on the floor, which was lined with a red flannel sheet.

‘Is Shadow hurt?’ asked Jemma, frowning, crouching down beside the box.

‘No.’ Maggie assured her. ‘Quite the opposite.’

Shadow looked up at Jemma with her wide, unblinking green eyes. She twitched her whiskers in welcome. Curled up beside Shadow were six fat, black slugs. On closer inspection, they were kittens, dark as midnight, their eyes shut tightly against the light.

One moved its head upwards and opened a milky eye just a slit. It looked like he was winking at Jemma.


‘Look, Mama,’ shrieked Sammy. ‘Her eyes are opening.’

‘You can cuddle one if you like, Jemma,’ offered Maggie. ‘Shadow doesn’t mind as long as you’re very gentle.’

Jemma carefully picked up the kitten that had opened its eye and cuddled it to her chest.

‘You can choose one, Jemma, for your very own,’ announced Sammy, stroking the soft, velvety black fur between the ears.

Jemma’s heart jumped with exhilaration, then plummeted. She shook her head regretfully.

‘No, Sammy. I can’t. I’m not allowed to have pets at home, but I can come and visit the kitties lots while they’re here.’

Sammy jiggled up and down with excitement. ‘But you can, you can! Your mama said.’

Maggie smiled at Jemma and Sammy. ‘I rang your mother this morning,’ she explained. ‘I told her about the kittens and asked her if you would be allowed to have one for your own. At first she wasn’t sure, so she talked to Ruby and Milla. Then she rang me back and said yes.’

Jemma’s heart danced. ‘Wow!’ she was lost for words – her very own kitten!

‘You can’t take it home for another few weeks, until its old enough to leave its mother, but you can choose whichever kitten you like,’ offered Maggie. ‘They’re all black, so it’s hard to tell them apart – we might need to paint its paw with nail polish so you can tell which one’s which!’

Jemma cuddled the kitten closer to her face, brushing his soft, milk-scented fur with her chin.


‘I choose this one,’ decided Jemma, smiling at Maggie. ‘Thanks so much.’

Maggie checked his fat, round belly. ‘He’s a boy.’

‘What are you going to call him, Jemma?’ demanded Sammy, bouncing up and down with excitement. ‘How about Blackie, or Sir Galahad or Sooty, like the cat in the Enid Blyton book we read …’

Jemma looked down at the kitten in her arms. He yawned, stretching his mouth wide to show his tiny, sharp needle teeth and pink tongue. He half-opened one eye again.

‘Merlin,’ Jemma decided. ‘I’m going to call him Merlin.’

‘A perfect name,’ agreed Maggie, stroking Shadow.

‘Are you going to come back and look after me, Jemma, so Mama can finish her exhibition?’ begged Sammy. ‘Please?’

‘I’d like to, Sammy – if it’s all right with Mum and Dad, and Maggie too.’

‘Yes, yes.’ Sammy punched the air, and danced around delightedly. ‘You can finish reading me The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, and we can play with Georgie.’

Jemma started, nearly dropping the kitten. She placed Merlin down safely in the box next to his mother.

‘Georgie?’ asked Jemma, her heart in her mouth.

Sammy pointed across the room, her cheeks dimpling and her eyes sparkling.

‘Georgie’s my new doll,’ Sammy announced. ‘Well, she’s really old, but we found her in that little space I was hiding in the day you fell down the stairs.’


Jemma glanced to the corner of the room where Sammy’s soft toys were piled high on the cane rocking chair. There in the centre, in pride of place, was Georgiana’s china doll. Her brown ringlets were tangled and snarled. Her crimson velvet dress was faded and torn, and her rosy, painted face had a noticeable chip on the nose, but it was definitely the same doll.

Jemma stood up, walked to the rocker and picked it up.

‘She’s beautiful, Sammy. But why did you call her Georgie?’

Sammy shrugged and turned back to the kittens, who wriggled and mewled and were far more interesting than the old doll.

‘She just looked like a Georgie,’ decided Sammy. ‘And I used to have an imaginary friend called Georgie, so it seemed like a good name.’

‘It is indeed a beautiful name, Sammy. I think her proper name is Georgiana Rose.’

Maggie frowned, pushing her fringe out of her eyes with her clay-stained fingers.

‘We discovered something a little odd with the doll,’ confided Maggie. ‘I don’t really understand it. Look inside her handbag, Jemma.’

Jemma noticed that the china doll was wearing a small velvet bag on a shoulder strap that matched the faded crimson of its dress. Jemma lifted the flap and realised there was a folded paper parcel inside. She wondered what it could be.

The paper was yellowed, with words inscribed on the outside in faded, elegant handwriting:


Jemma Morgan, Breillat Street, Annandale

With trembling fingers, Jemma unfolded the package. A gold chain fell out, with a delicate ivory rose pendant.


Rosethorne

October 25, 1977

Dear Jemma,

I hope this note finds you. I can hardly believe it could possibly reach you, but it is worth a try. We were all so terrified when you completely disappered that night. One moment you were there, unconscious on the floor, and the next you were gone, like sorcery. Agnes had hysterics. Ned was distraught, but I remembered back to the first day I saw you, when you just appeared from nowhere, right next to the carriage.
 
Doctor Anderson set the constables searching for you all over Sydney, but I told him I thought you had found your way home to your parents. We all missed you terribly. Even now, as an old, old woman, I think of you often and wonder.

I just wanted to write and say thank you, thank you, thank you. Thank you for saving me so long ago and giving me the opportunity to live a full and joyous life, blessed with love. I hope you made it safely back to your own time. I wish you too the gift of a full and joyous life, also blessed with true love.

Yours sincerely, your long ago friend,
 Georgiana Rose Thornton O'Farrell




‘What a beautiful pendant,’ cooed Maggie. ‘But what a peculiar note. I suppose the pendant is meant for you, but how could it be when the note seems to have been written twenty years before you were born?’

Jemma slipped the gold chain around her neck and fastened it. Unlike the one she had worn for so long, the chain wasn’t snapped. She pressed the cool, cream ivory with her fingertips.

‘You didn’t hide the note there, did you, Jemma?’ asked Sammy, tickling a kitten on the tummy.

‘No. But I had some special friends who lived here long ago. They meant a lot to me and taught me many things.’

Jemma paused, lifting up the china doll and stroking her chestnut curls. Sammy put down the kitten she had been holding and gazed at Jemma.

‘They taught me about fun and hard work, and friendship, but most of all they encouraged me to make the most of my opportunities.’ Jemma smiled. ‘They taught me to stand up for what I believe in, and they taught me about love.’

Maggie smiled at Jemma and stroked a clay-smeared finger down her cheek. ‘Very special friends.’

Jemma nodded, her throat thick. She grasped her ivory rose in her fingertips.

‘I’ll never see them again, but I’ll never, ever forget them.’
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	The Witches’ Houses of Johnston Street, Annandale, were a row of eight Victorian–Gothic houses built by John Young during the 1880s. They include the Abbey, Oybin, Rozelle (now demolished), Greba, Hockingdon, Highroyd, Kenilworth and Claremont (now demolished). Rosethorne is a fictional house based on Highroyd and Hockingdon.

	During the 1890s, one of the deepest depressions ever gripped Australia. During this time, many of the large blocks in Annandale were subdivided and the suburb became predominantly working-class.

	During the 1890s, eighty per cent of Sydney’s population was working-class.

	Most children finished school aged twelve, but some left as young as eight and went to work.

	Many children worked sixty hours per week for two or three pennies per hour (about two cents). This was approximately half the wage that women received and about one-quarter the wage of a working-class man.

	Workers lived in small, cramped housing. During the 1890s there was a housing shortage, which pushed up rents and resulted in overcrowding.

	Twenty per cent of babies died and twenty-five per cent of children died by the age of five, with up to one in three children dying in some poor suburbs. Killer diseases included whooping cough, tuberculosis, typhoid and dyptheria.

	The average life expectancy of men was fifty-two and for women fifty-six.

	Sir Henry Parkes was Premier of NSW from 1872 to 1892 and is often called the Father of Federation. He died at Kenilworth in Annandale in April 1896.

	Baby farming was a common practice during the nineteenth century, where women would take in many illegitimate and poor babies for a fee – either a larger one-off fee or an ongoing weekly payment. The babies were frequently underfed and neglected, and many died. The infants were often drugged with laudanum to keep them quiet or fed watered-down milk laced with lime. Babies often died a slow, agonising death from malnutrition or fluid on the brain. In January 1894, a baby farmer called Frances Knorr was hanged for strangling babies in her care and burying them in the garden beds.

	The 1890s was the first time since colonisation that the majority of the population was Australian born.

	The late nineteenth century was a period of immense change in Australian society with the push for Federation, the lobbying for workers’ rights and the women’s suffrage movement. The suffragettes argued for equal justice, property rights, employment opportunities and voting rights.
 In 1893, New Zealand was the first country to give women the vote, followed by South Australia in 1894 and the whole of Australia in 1902. Australian Aborigines however did not receive full voting rights in every state until 1965.

	Arsenic is a colourless, crystalline, soluble poison that was a common product in Victorian homes. It was used as a rat poison, to clean silk dresses and even as a cosmetic. Arsenic was mixed with vinegar and chalk and applied to whiten the skin and prevent wrinkles. Arsenic was also taken in a tablet form as a beauty product, as it gave Victorian ladies a fashionable pallor. Arsenic poisoning was often misdiagnosed as a gastrointestinal illness.

	Arsenic was also nicknamed ‘Inheritance Powder’ because it was used so frequently to poison people and was difficult to detect.

	Laudanum, or tincture of opium, was an extremely popular drug taken during Victorian times and was highly addictive as it was cheap, readily available and taken for a broad range of maladies, including headaches, sleeplessness, period pain and diahorrea. An overdose of two or three teaspoons could kill someone. Laudanum users were sometimes called opium eaters, and many famous Victorian poets, such as Samuel Taylor Coleridge, were laudanum users.

	Harriet Rutherford suffered from Munchausen by Proxy Syndrome. This is a psychological condition where carers of young children, usually women, gain sympathy and attention by inflicting false illnesses on their young charges, frequently causing death.
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Ghosts have always fascinated me, so I have been longing to write a tale of ghosts, murder, mystery and a haunted mansion. Ten years ago my husband, Rob, and I bought a hundred-year-old cottage in Manly, the oldest house in the street. When we moved in, the house was full of mysterious creaks and groans, and doors that would bang shut by themselves. My children – who were six, four and two – announced that there was a ghost living in their bedroom. I thought they were imagining things, until a mysterious note appeared on their bookshelf one day …

For many years my sister, Kate Forsyth, and her family lived in Annandale – just a couple of streets back from the Gothic Witches’ Houses, one of which was reputed to be haunted. Every time I would visit her I would pass these amazing houses and wonder about their history. Once, Kate was visiting the Abbey, which was home to a huge family of cats. Kate was given a little black kitten, which she called Shadow. Now an old, old cat, her Shadow served as the inspiration for the Shadow in this book. Thanks, Kate, for many cups of tea, hours of listening and discussing, and lending me piles of books!

My name goes on the front of these books as the author, but I couldn’t write them without a huge amount of help from so very many people. This is my chance to say thanks!

To Rob, as always. To my gorgeous friends who help me with everything from minding my children, to baking cakes for book launches, to walking with me on the beach, to making me laugh and getting excited about my books – especially Kyles.

A big thanks to my team of meticulous proofreaders – Emily, Alice, Grace and Hannah. And for my agent, Pippa Masson, and everyone at Random House: Zoe Walton, Brandon VanOver and the sales and marketing team – thanks for your inspiration, enthusiasm, support and dedication. A huge hurray for Nanette Backhouse, the brilliantly talented designer of the cover of The Ivory Rose, as well as The Ruby Talisman and The Locket of Dreams. I love these covers.

Finally, for all the teachers, librarians, booksellers, children and parents who have bought my books, read them, loved them, shared them and let me know – thank you!
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At about the age of eight, Belinda Murrell began writing stirring tales of adventure, mystery and magic in hand-illustrated exercise books. As an adult, she combined two of her great loves – writing and travelling the world – and worked as a travel journalist, technical writer and public relations consultant. Now, inspired by her own three children, Belinda is a bestselling, internationally published children’s author currently writing her eleventh book. Her previous titles include four picture books, her fantasy adventure series, The Sun Sword Trilogy, and her three time-slip adventures, The Locket of Dreams, The Ruby Talisman and The Ivory Rose, a Gothic ghost mystery set in nineteenth-century Sydney.

Belinda’s family is celebrating the 140th anniversary of the first Australian children’s book, A Mother’s Offering to Her Children, written by Belinda’s great-great-great-great grandmother, Charlotte Waring. Writing runs in the family with both Belinda’s brother, Nick Humphrey, and sister, Kate Forsyth, being published authors.

Belinda lives in Manly in a gorgeous old house overlooking the sea with her husband, Rob, her three beautiful children and her dog, Asha.

Find out more about Belinda at her website:

www.belindamurrell.com.au
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THE LOCKET OF DREAMS

When Sophie falls asleep wearing a locket that belonged to her grandmother’s great-grandmother, she magically travels back to 1858 to learn the truth about the mysterious Charlotte Mackenzie.

Charlotte and her sister, Nell, live a wonderful life on a misty Scottish island. Then disaster strikes and it seems the girls will lose everything they love. Why were the sisters sent to live with strangers? Did their uncle steal their inheritance? And what happened to the priceless sapphire – the Star of Serendib?

Sophie shares in the girls’ adventures as they outwit greedy relatives, escape murderous bushrangers, and fight storm and fire. But how will her travels in time affect Sophie’s own life?
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THE RUBY TALISMAN

When Tilly’s aunt tells her of their ancestress who survived the French Revolution, she shows Tilly a priceless heirloom. Tilly falls asleep wearing the ruby talisman, wishing she could escape to a more adventurous life …

In 1789, Amelie-Mathilde is staying at the opulent palace of Versailles. Her guardians want her to marry the horrible old Chevalier to revive their fortunes. Amelie-Mathilde falls asleep holding her own ruby talisman, wishing someone would come to her rescue …

Tilly wakes up beside Amelie-Mathilde. The timing couldn’t be worse. The Bastille has fallen and starving peasants are rioting across the country. The palace is in chaos.

Tilly knows that Amelie and her cousin Henri must escape from France if they are to survive the Revolution ahead. But with mutinous villagers, vengeful servants and threats at every turn, there seems nowhere to run. Will they ever reach England and safety?

 

OUT NOW!
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THE QUEST FOR THE SUN GEM
 BOOK ONE IN THE SUN SWORD TRILOGY

After their village is attacked, a young brother and sister set off on a dangerous quest to save their captured family and friends – and free their land from the Sedah invaders. Where are Ethan and Lily’s parents being held? And where have the Sun Sword and its magical gems been hidden?

Joined by their friend Saxon and the determined Princess Roana, Ethan and Lily must solve puzzles and riddles, escape legendary sea monsters and outwit bandits along the way. But the greatest threat to the children is the sinister Sedah tracker, Sniffer, who is close on their trail …

Can the four friends find the sun gem – before the Sedah can find them?
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