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I was two months shy of my eleventh birthday when I first laid eyes on Brushwood Convent and Orphanage for Girls.

Sweat trickled down my back and my head throbbed from the long, hot walk from the city to Norwood. I took in the high stone wall, weeds bursting out in unexpected cracks and crevices, as if trying to escape. Black iron gates broke the wall in the middle and rattled in the sizzling wind gusting down from the hills. Red dust swirled around enormous eucalypts. I grabbed hold of Papa’s hand as tightly as an infant, our fingers laced together in a grip that I didn’t ever want to release.

“Those bars are very pointy,” I observed. “Are you sure Mama would want this?” I was clutching at clouds, and I knew it. I frowned up at Papa, my legs jiggling. “But Papa, I’m not an orphan.”

“Of course, you’re not, Tilda love,” he said. He bent down on one knee, and took both my hands in his. “You have me. You always will. I know what I am asking is hard, but remember this is only temporary – temporary pain, for brighter days ahead.” He gazed at me intently, his eyes moist, his one bushy eyebrow raised, the red scar of his missing eyebrow crinkled. “It will only be for a short while,” he added softly. “I will be back before you know it. And there will be other girls to meet, friends to make.” He paused, jigged my hands up and down to try to jolly me, but I was in no mind to be jollied. I may have only been ten years old but I knew that once I stepped through those pointy gates and inside that bluestone building, I would be alone in the world and Papa would be thousands of miles away.

“Pa-pa!” I whined, and he pulled me close, my tears making wet splotches on his jacket shoulder. I breathed in his Papa smells – tobacco and sweat.

He whispered directly into my ear. “The nuns will be able to teach you about Mama’s faith. And I will be getting a wage at last, and when I return, we can get some decent lodgings and I’ll be able to get a proper job and our life will be set. Please, Tilda, be a good girl, don’t make this harder than it already is. Focus on our future lives. Picture us sitting on our new porch each evening, writing in our notebooks, reading. Picture us planting daisies in pots and picking lemons from our lemon tree …”

I closed my eyes but I couldn’t picture any of this. All I could see was that day. The day that changed everything. The column of thick black smoke filling the sky. The fire carts’ bells ringing. Papa’s face covered in soot. His clothes blackened. The slump of his shoulders as the Nimble Ninepence went up in flames – the bolts of fabric turning to cinders, the pots and pans, buckets and mops melting before our eyes. And then the cans of gunpowder exploding, finishing it off, making sure there was nothing left to salvage.

Once the fire was out and the crowd dispersed, the street filled with a new, even scarier threat as Aunty Hannah and Uncle Joseph bombarded Papa with angry accusations.

How could you let this happen?

A lamp knocked over? Where were you?

Our business, our home – all gone. And all because of your negligence.

Negligence. The word hung in the smoky air.

A word I didn’t really understand at the time, but a word that was thrown at Papa like a poisonous dart. A word that meant Aunty Hannah and Uncle Joseph would turn their backs on us, a word that meant no one would give Papa a job and that we had no money for rent or food. That the only way Papa could survive was to enlist in the South Australian Citizen Bushmen Contingent and sail away to South Africa to fight the Boers, and for me to come here to Brushwood.

Papa released me from our hug. He smiled a wobbly smile. “Remember Mama used to live just a few streets away. This was her neighbourhood. You’ll feel closer to her, I’m sure.” He reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a gold chain with a tiny cross. He spun me round, slipped the necklace under my chin, lifted up my hair and fastened the clasp. “This was your mama’s. She will be smiling in heaven watching you wear it here.” I tilted my head and twiddled the cross between my fingers. I had no words, my throat felt as if it had closed over.

But Papa wasn’t finished yet. He reached into his jacket and this time pulled out two notebooks – one green, one brown – both tied with thin leather strapping. “I bought these a long time ago. I was saving them as a gift for when you finished your schooling, but they have a better use now.” He handed me the green one. The leather was soft to touch, the pages inside creamy and bursting with possibility. I clutched it to my chest.

“One for you and one for me,” he said. “I will write about my life abroad, and you can collect facts, like you love to do, and write all about Brushwood. Then when I return we can swap books and it will be like we have never been apart. We can even read them at Mama’s grave, so she doesn’t miss out either. What do you think?”

I didn’t know what to think.

I looked through those gates again. I gazed at that building. All I wanted to do was yell, “But Papa, I am no orphan. I don’t belong here.”

Of course, I didn’t.

I let the words remain unsaid on my tongue, picked up my carpetbag and lifted the latch to those gates.

Temporary pain, for brighter days, I told myself.
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I don’t remember my mama’s face – can’t even conjure a hazy picture of it in my mind. But I hear her. All the time.

Sometimes she sings to me at night as I wait for sleep to claim me.

Other times she whispers to me in the chapel as I work the scrubbing brush across the orange tiles, my arm aching, my hands raw.

I admit this sounds unusual, as my mama died of the influenza when I was only two years old, and I don’t recall a single word she ever uttered. In fact, I’d know nothing of her if not for the stories Papa has told me over the years. But there’s no need to fear. I don’t hear her in a ghostly “I’m coming to haunt you” way. But rather in a “soothing voice in my head” kind of way. And I love her for it.

Especially as Mama whispers to me when I need her most, like when I stand at the back of the schoolroom, nose against the cold bluestone wall, taking my punishment from Sister Agatha. And boyo does that make me smile. Be strong, Tilda, she says, her voice full of loving in my ears. Be bright like warm spring sunshine. Stand tall like the mighty blue gums. Because any day now, any day, your papa will return and then you can spit that Sister Agatha right in the eye.

I am pretty sure my mama wouldn’t say that last bit. I think that’s just me projecting. Because, hand on heart, honest-to-God, that’s what I would like to do more than anything else in the world when Sister Agatha is dishing out her punishments.

Don’t fret, Mama is telling me now, as I sweep the dust and leaves off the back steps. It’s going to work out just fine.

Funny that it’s my dead mama’s whisperings that keep me going in this place. That and Papa’s promise that my time here is only temporary. And, of course, the friendship of my lovely Annie Smith.

I see Annie now. Boyo, is she a sight for sore eyes. Her cheeks are as red as cherries, which is such a relief after how pale and sick she was just last week. Her plaits swing from side to side as she rushes towards me, kicking up whirls of dust.

I drop the broom, empty the dustpan into the dirt and scurry across the courtyard to meet her, the wind biting at my ankles and swooshing my skirts about. I can tell by the look on her face she has something to tell me. I bet she’s spied that letter carrier, Joshua Jones. I don’t know what she sees in him. He’s no more than a bag of bones and a nest for pimples. He’s only a letter carrier because his papa is the postmaster and the real letter carrier broke his ankle. But Annie is obsessed with him. She is convinced that Joshua Jones is her ticket out of Brushwood.

Annie shrieks when we meet in the middle of the yard. She grabs my arm and pulls me past Sister Catherine’s vegetable garden to behind the chook pen. We huddle against the north wall of the coop, out of the wind, pressing our backs against the warm tin as Cherry-neck, Layla and Rhubarb-pie cluck their disgust behind us.

“What?” I whisper.

“He spoke to me!” The words gush from Annie’s mouth. She is overexcited to the point that she is almost wheezing, which is a problem for Annie as she is prone to chesty coughs.

“Calm down. You’ll get a wheeze again.” I try not to click my tongue at her. “By he, I presume you mean Joshua Jones?”

“Yes! I just happened to be raking leaves near the front gate as he delivered the mail next door, and he said ‘Hello, Annie, isn’t it windy today?’ And I said ‘Yes the wind is in a temper. Look at the leaves – they’re flying.’”

“And?”

“That’s it. But he used my name, Tilda. He remembered my name.”

“Oh, Annie. What am I going to do with you? You can do so much better than Joshua Jones – or any pimply boy, for that matter. Besides, you’re only thirteen.”

Annie presses her lips into a thin line. She can be stubborn sometimes.

“You don’t need a boy. You know that. When Papa returns from fighting those Boers, he’ll have pockets filled with cash, and he will adopt you – and then we can be real sisters.” I don’t add that he better hurry and return before Annie is sent away into service. She turned thirteen five months ago, and I am positive she is only still here because she is so sickly and hard to place. The worry of her leaving keeps me awake at night.

Sister Geraldine appears suddenly. “There you are, Matilda!” she says, using my actual name like all the nuns here do. She holds her long black veil against the sides of her face as if she is afraid the wind is going to steal it right off her head. “Sister Agatha is looking for you!” She steps out and looks back up to the convent, then back to me. She appears unusually agitated, which is troubling because Sister Geraldine is my trusted Fountain of Calm in this place. “Hurry! Before she notices your broom sprawled across the steps without you attached to it. She is in a real dither. Honestly, Matilda, what have you done now? I’ve never seen her in such a state.”

Annie grips me so fiercely her fingernails dig into my arm. I wrench my arm free and stagger to my feet. I am used to Sister Agatha’s scorn. But this feels different. Most times, I have a pretty good idea of what I’ve done to receive it.

This time, I have no clue.

I march across the courtyard, my heart louder than the blacksmith hammering his anvil and not even my dead mama’s gentle whispers can calm me.


Facts of Brushwood by Matilda Moss


Brushwood Convent and Orphanage for Girls is run by five nuns from the Sisters of Benevolence order. This important fact dictates the very rhythm of our days from dawn till dusk. It means bare knees on cold floorboards for morning prayers before the sun has even had the opportunity to grace the day. It means poverty: meagre offerings at mealtimes, threadbare dresses, patched pinafores and too-tight boots. It means daily chapel and remembering to genuflect and to cross yourself at the right time, or else the wrath of the sisters is upon you.

The nuns wear the same black and white habit and outwardly follow the same holy life. But underneath those habits live very different human beings – some kind and good, some not so – and I have concluded that choosing a holy life doesn’t necessarily equate to being a good person.



Opinions by Annie Smith


Annie believes that it’s fine for one to decide to become a nun and choose to live a dull life. But if you have the misfortune of becoming an inmate of Brushwood, it shouldn’t mean that you also have to live like a nun, and endure the same dull life. Why does life have to be so dreary to serve God? She says that if it were up to her, she would paint all the walls canary yellow and sunset orange and hang curtains with huge sunflowers printed on them, because this place could use some colour.
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The door to Sister Agatha’s office is heavy. The hinges squeal as I inch it open. Sister Agatha stands with her back to me, looking out the window, its arch framing a beautiful windswept sky. She bows her head and studies something in her hand. A photograph? A small painting? I can’t be sure.

Stay calm, Tilda, Mama tells me. Still my heart crashes against my ribs.

“Sister …” My voice is tiny, but it seems to bounce off the tin ceiling and echo around the room. Jesus looks down at me from the cross above Sister’s desk and I’m convinced he’s frowning at me. My hand goes automatically to the empty space on my chest where Mama’s cross should hang. I can’t walk into this office without the memory of the moment when Papa had walked out the gates, and Sister turned to me, her face pinched, her eyes glowering, and ordered me to hand over Mama’s necklace. “You are an orphan now,” she said, her words clipped, “and orphans don’t own necklaces.” I’d only had possession of it for less than an hour, but I felt wretched handing it over. It felt as if this act was the harbinger of things to come. And sadly, I was right.

Sister Agatha’s back is rigid. Her body still. She does not appear to be savouring the beauty of the sky. Instead, she seems to be quietly fuming, scowling at whatever she is holding in front of her. Finally, she sighs, slips it into her tunic pocket, then turns abruptly to face me.

I wish she didn’t do that, because her face is red and twisted with so much anger, you’d think there were bull ants under her habit eating her brains out. (That thought almost makes me giggle, which proves that I am a wicked individual.)

Sister Agatha agrees. “Is there no end to your wickedness, Matilda Moss?”

I swallow hard. I have no answer.

“Well?” she threatens. She stands erect, her arms folded and hidden behind her apron, as is usual with Sister Agatha.

“Um, yes, no? I don’t know what you mean, Sister.”

“Oh yes you do!” She grabs a sheet of writing paper from her desk and waves it in the air.

My knees give way. Heat creeps up my neck.

My letter.

She has my letter to Papa.

How on earth did she get that? I am certain I will fall to the floor in a dead faint.

“Yes. I can see by the expression on your face that you know what this is.” Sister looks triumphant and I forget about fainting and think about stomping on her toe, grabbing the letter and fleeing.

“How … how did you get that?” I ask.

“That is of no concern of yours. What is of concern, however, is what am I to do with a girl who blatantly disobeys my instructions? Who has the gall not only to call me a liar on paper, but …” She sits her reading glasses onto the end of her nose and looks down her long beak at the letter held in front of her. “‘Sister Agatha is mean and cruel. She picks on me constantly and has done so since the moment I arrived. She is a liar and a thief. She took Mama’s necklace as soon as you left, and she lies about you not coming back to get me. She says terrible things about you. And she dishes out the worst possible punishments. She has threatened to lock me away in the boot room and throw away the key …’ Shall I continue?”

“No, Sister,” I say. “I know what it says. I wrote it.”

“Your defiance is remarkable, young lady. And it will be punished out of you, that is a certainty. I have told you many times that your good-for-nothing father has abandoned you and that you need to forget him. I have forbidden you to try to contact him. I do this out of compassion and charity. I do this for your own good. Your future, your salvation … and yet you persist with your stories and your lies and you defame me in writing!” She slams the letter onto her desk. “And how were you planning to get this letter to your papa?”

I drop my chin to my chest. I can’t bear to look up at Sister’s mean face for a moment longer, sneering at me as if I am no better than a dirty old dishrag.

“Well?” she demands. “How?”

“I don’t know, Sister.” Which is the truth. I hadn’t worked that part out yet, but I was going to get it to him one way or another. Convince Sister Geraldine or Joshua Jones or something. I would have found a way. I simply must get word to Papa – before it’s too late.

But right now my mind is on something else. My mind is on the traitor who found the letter and gave it to Sister. Who would do such a thing?

I am so lost in these thoughts, I don’t realise that Sister’s face is level with mine until her hot breath stings my eyes. “This nonsense has to stop. It is time you owned the truth, Matilda. It is time you said the words out loud. You are an orphan of Brushwood. Say it.”

“I can’t,” I say. “I’m not.”

My defiance unleashes something in Sister Agatha. “I am going to have to teach you a lesson, once and for all, aren’t I?” Her words are soft and measured, but threaded with enough menace to make me shudder.

She retreats to behind her desk. Raises her chin. Slides her arms under her apron. “The chapel for you,” she commands, “and stay there until tea, while I work out what your punishment will be. Reflect on your lies and disobedience. Pray for forgiveness. Because there is one thing you can be sure about, Matilda Moss: if you don’t change your ways, things are most certainly going to change for you. That I can guarantee.”

I am dumbfounded, unable to move, eyes wide with shock. What does she mean? What is she going to do?

“Get out of my sight!” Sister bellows, the large brown mole on her cheek pulsating.

I wrench open the door and scurry to the chapel. Oh, Mama, I whisper, my back pressed against the chapel wall, what is Sister going to do to me?


Facts of Brushwood by Matilda Moss


Sister Agatha is the head nun at Brushwood. There is not a lot I can write about Sister Agatha that isn’t coloured with my disdain, so I will stick with the facts of her physical appearance.

Sister Agatha is a tall woman, with a fair complexion, freckled by the sun. Her mouth is narrow, and usually downturned and she has a large brown mole on her left cheek. Her nose is sharp and her eyes dark and squinty, and she uses them to fix me with looks that could turn fresh milk sour. (This may sound like hyperbole, but for me it is a fact.) It is also a fact that I have no affection for Sister Agatha and I have evidence that the feeling is mutual.



Opinions by Annie Smith


Annie says that Sister Agatha is strict but fair with everyone except me and she doesn’t understand why Sister singles me out. It makes her furious that Sister Agatha makes my life utterly miserable.

Annie, I share your fury.
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The bell sounds and the passageways and stairwells fill with chatter and the scuffing of rushing boots as everyone makes a beeline for the meals hall. There’s nothing like the tea bell to get us girls moving.

I don’t move however. I hover at the chapel doorway, hesitating, chewing furiously on my bottom lip. Did Sister really mean it when she said I had to stay in the chapel until tea? Or was it a trick? I don’t trust her one bit. She never sends girls to the chapel for punishment – it’s always the dark and dingy attic boot room upstairs. I shiver at the thought. That place gives me the willies.

I take a quick look down the verandah. The main building of Brushwood has two long wings that butt against each other in the shape of the letter L. All the rooms are connected by a wide covered verandah, which is beautifully cool in summer but awfully cold in winter. Sister Agatha’s office is at the end of the south wing, right beside the chapel. Her door is closed. Is she in there? What did she mean when she said things would change? These questions have me pinned to the floorboards as I watch her door intently, expecting it to be flung open at any moment and for Sister to strut out, tunic and veil flapping as she yells at me to get back into the chapel, that I will not be eating, tonight or any other night for that matter.

But the door remains closed and, as I lean out from the chapel doorway and peer down the long passageway, I see the line of girls is diminishing, the chatter fading. If I don’t hurry, I will miss out. That is the rule. This place is nothing if not a place of rules. Rules and bells.

Hurry, says Mama’s voice in my head. Don’t let Sister scare you into missing tea!

I always listen to Mama; she has never once let me down. So I scurry along the covered verandah, half expecting Sister Agatha’s claws to grab my shoulder at any moment and pull me back to the chapel. Up ahead, Martha and little Doris have just gone inside and Sister Mary is reaching for the doorhandle. I grab hold of the edge of the door just as it is about to close, narrowly missing trapping my fingers.

“Matilda!” Sister Mary says. “Hurry inside now.”

I take my usual place between Gertie and Annie. Gertie gives me a wink and a smile, but Annie’s anxious eyes lock on mine, as Penny, Bernadette and Henrietta come out of the kitchen carrying the tea trays. The smell of potatoes and cabbage wafts into the room, and my stomach turns over. I am so full of worry, I’m not sure I can eat.

The girls work fast, serving the nuns first and then the rest of us. The food here isn’t plentiful or particularly tasty, but it is regular enough to stop most of the hunger pains.

Sister Mary joins the other sisters standing behind their seats on the raised platform. All except Sister Agatha. We are not allowed to sit, not even the other nuns, until Sister Agatha leads us in prayer.

Annie’s face is full of questions.

Are you okay? she mouths.

Yes, I mouth back, as the door opens and Sister Agatha enters.

Sister Agatha stands behind her chair, her arms folded and hidden from sight beneath her apron. She gazes at each and every one of us. Thirty grubby girls standing around three long tables. My scalp prickles as her eyes settle on me. This must be it, I think, this is when she will haul me out and punish me properly.

But she doesn’t. Instead, Sister Agatha smiles serenely. “Let us pray,” she says.

We all bow our heads and say grace together. “Bless us, O Lord, and these thy gifts which we are about to receive from thy bounty through Christ our Lord.”

We make the sign of the cross and mumble quickly, “In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.” Chairs slide back and everyone dives into their seats. All eyes are on Sister Agatha. No one can eat until she starts.

Sister is taking her time. She whispers something to Sister Mary on one side of her, then to Sister Bernice on the other side. Sister Bernice leans in close, her hand cupped to her ear, looking grim. Sister Catherine and Sister Geraldine nod their heads, their hands in their laps. At last, Sister Agatha picks up her spoon and begins to eat.

Immediately, everyone starts shovelling soup into their mouths.

My hand shakes as I bring my spoon from my bowl. I try to empty my head of worry and instead concentrate on forcing down some of the tasteless slop, while scouring the faces of the other girls in the room, looking for any signs of a guilty conscience.

Did one of you steal my precious letter and give it to Sister?

My eyes drag up to the row of nuns out the front. Perhaps it was one of you? I need to find out. I need to know whom I can trust.

I watch Sister Agatha carefully, despite my stomach clenching at the sight of her. She is eating merrily and chatting softly to the other sisters and looking far too smug. She is enjoying making me squirm and worry.

Well, Sister, it doesn’t matter what you decide to do with me, I will never believe what you say about Papa.


Facts of Brushwood by Matilda Moss


The sound of bells rule life at Brushwood. Twelve bells every day, to be precise. Bells tell us when to kneel to prayer, when to rush to the hall for our meals, when to get out of bed, when to go to class, when to start our endless chores, and when to get into bed. I am astonished that we don’t have a bell for going to the WC or for sneezing. Sister Catherine is the bellringer and she says that God sings loud his glory with every chime that rings out from the belltower.



Opinions by Annie Smith


Annie says the bells are likely to send her as silly as a wet hen. So much so, that when she leaves this place, she is going to ban bells forever. Except perhaps the beautiful bells that sound from St Peter’s Cathedral in the city.

(Oh, Annie this makes my heart swell! Papa and I could hear those bells from our lodgings. They always made us stop what we were doing and tilt our ears to one side and let their beauty sink in.)
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There are few places one can hide away when you live in an orphanage dormitory with twenty-nine other girls. But I desperately need some time alone right now, and the only way to be alone here is to become absorbed in some sort of task. And for me that’s writing. One day I hope to be a journalist for the Adelaide Examiner, despite the fact that some think this is not the best ambition for a young lady! Bah humbug to that, I say.

So straight after evening chapel, I jam myself in the small space between my bed and Annie’s, lean my back up against the wall, and try to block out the chatter, the bickering, the laughter, the shouts across the room, and untie the thin leather straps of my notebook.

This of course makes me think of Papa. Is he writing in his notebook too? Is his brown cover as scuffed and well loved as my green one? Are his pages filling swiftly? I write in the tiniest hand, making sure I use every precious inch of paper. I only have nineteen pages left and I hope I don’t run out of space before Papa returns. I can’t wait to share it with him. And won’t he get a surprise when he reads Annie’s opinions – it will be such a wonderful way for him to get to know Annie better, which is important if he is going to adopt her.

Above me Gertie leaps from her bed to mine. She leans back against the wall and resumes mending a tear in her petticoat. Gertie is eleven years old but she is a genius with needle and thread. “Sister Bernice’s leftover chicken bones from Christmas lunch!” she shouts across to Annie and dissolves into a fit of giggles.

“No! No!” says Annie. Annie swings her feet over the edge of her bed. “It’s her rag doll from when she was a snot-nosed child – she can’t sleep without it. Hugs it to her as she walks the hall.”

“Nope,” counters Gertie. “It’s a bag filled with silk stockings and frilly lacy bloomers. She loves the feel of them.”

They’re playing What is Sister Agatha Hiding under her Apron? It’s one of our favourite games. It’s Sister’s fault, of course. If she didn’t spend just about every waking hour with her arms hidden inside her tunic sleeves and under her apron, we wouldn’t have ever wondered what she has hidden in there. It keeps Annie and I entertained and amused. Gertie doesn’t usually bother joining in – it’s too silly for her. But tonight I know she is putting aside her disregard for silliness in order to help Annie distract me from my anguish.

Shame it’s not working.

Annie springs onto her knees, giggling so much her cough starts up. “It’s a romance novel – one with kissing.” She falls back onto her mattress, wheezing and coughing and making loud lip-smacking noises while she kisses her arm over and over.

It’s a funny sight, but I am not in the mood.

“Come on, Tilda,” urges Annie, leaning in close, her eyes full of mischief, her cheeks flushed from laughing so hard. “Join in. Have a turn.”

I pretend to think of something, but the only thing I can think that Sister Agatha might be hiding inside her tunic sleeves is my letter to Papa. And that is not at all funny. “Count me out,” I say finally. “I have things I want to finish in here.”

I ignore them and dip my fountain pen in the small pot of ink that Sister Geraldine gave me and have it poised above the page, but I am too distracted to write a word. I’m at once terrified of Sister Agatha making an appearance and dishing out whatever awful punishment she has conjured up, and at the same time despairing at the prospect that someone may have ratted me out.

It seems impossible that any of the girls would do such a thing. We are a family, of sorts. And, like a family, we sometimes get on each other’s nerves, but we always have each other’s backs.

I peek over the top of my notebook and watch the girls hanging about inside the large open room we call home. It has tall windows on either side, a high arched timber ceiling, painted white and timber floors. It smells of too many bodies, bad breath and dirty hair. (Except on bath day, then it smells of carbolic soap and excitement.) Thirty iron beds stand in three tightly packed rows.

I let my eyes slide from group to group. Everyone looks so innocent: some are sitting on their beds mending or darning; a small group are playing a noisy game of knucklebones near the door to the verandah. My eyes rest on Henrietta. Of all the girls, she is the sneakiest – I have twice spied her sneaking into the vegetable garden, pulling up young carrots and gnawing at them behind the chicken coop. And Annie once spotted her pocketing an apple during kitchen duty. But why would she steal my letter? Would Sister Agatha exchange extra food for a letter? It seems unlikely.

Little Josephine and Audrey chase each other up and down the narrow space between the rows of beds, red-faced and squealing. The beds are so close, Annie and I can hold hands if we wanted and I usually go to sleep with Gertie’s breathy snores in one ear and Annie’s mumbling sleep talk in the other. There isn’t much chance of privacy and there are few secrets. Regardless, I was certain my letter to Papa was a secret, and so too my hiding spot. Only Annie and Gertie know where it is and I trust them with my life.

Annie reaches down and snatches my notebook right out of my hands.

“Hey!” I say, outraged.

“I didn’t do it,” she declares. “And neither did Gertie. We don’t deserve the silent treatment.”

Gertie jumps off my bed and sits close. “We didn’t, Tilda. You have to know that,” she whispers.

“I know you two didn’t do it,” I whisper back. “But who did?”

“I have no idea,” says Annie, snuggling up on the other side of me, speaking softly and barely moving her lips – it is an art we have perfected; we could well get jobs as ventriloquists. “When did you last use the hiding spot?”

“Last Saturday,” I whisper. “No one was here. Everyone was having baths. I ducked back and took the letter out of my notebook, slid under the bed and hid it as normal.”

Gertie nibbles on her fingernails. “Definitely no one around?”

“Definitely.” I rest my chin on my knees and sigh. “Oh, I just have to get a letter to Papa. I don’t trust Sister. She is up to something. Papa hasn’t abandoned me; she knows that as well as I do. So why is she so intent on making me believe a lie? I worry that she hates me so much that she will stop him from coming to get me somehow. Or maybe she’ll whisk me away into service, before I’m even thirteen and before Papa returns. Who knows where I might end up?” The thought is terrifying in so many ways. A small sob rises into my throat. I am utterly wretched.

Just then, there are squawks and yelps from out on the verandah. The three of us launch up onto our knees and peer out the window.

Josephine and Audrey are facing off and shouting at the top of their voices. Ah, those two are a pair of tiny hotheads, that’s for sure. Martha races out to try to shush them. Martha is like their mother, or so she thinks, anyhow. She has been at Brushwood the longest of any of us and will be thirteen soon. This means she could be sent out to service before the end of the year, which is why she works so hard at being indispensable. No one wants to go into service. It is the terrible unknown lurking at the end of our usefulness at Brushwood.

Right now, Martha has little Angie on her hip and Penny wrapped around her legs, but still she forces her way between the squabblers, urging them to stop. Could Martha be the one who stole my letter? Her bed is close to mine …

Josephine lets out a loud yelp and a mob gathers round. There are eleven young ones and so that probably eliminates eleven suspects. Most can’t even read yet.

The altercation on the verandah escalates and it’s then that I notice Doris. I don’t have much time for the young ones (to be honest Martha is welcome to them) but I do have a soft spot for Doris. She has only been here a few months – she arrived the day after dear little Joanna succumbed to the influenza and went to heaven, like Mama did. Doris has a sister Molly in the nursery orphanage over on George Street and she is not taking well to being separated. It’s cruel, if you ask me. Doris promised her mother that she would look after Molly always, and now she doesn’t know when, if ever, she will see her again. And, boyo, right now, she is breaking my heart, as I watch her sitting alone in a dark corner of the verandah, sucking her thumb and rocking.

I let out a loud sigh and stand up.

“Where are you going?” asks Annie.

“Doris,” I say. And my two friends follow me out onto the verandah, just as Sister Agatha appears at the top of the stairwell with Sister Bernice hobbling behind, struggling to keep up.

She stops when she sees me and shoots me a look that makes me swallow hard. Then she tells Sister Bernice to hurry on and settle all the nonsense. She pushes past the squabbling pair and onlookers, and heads further down the passageway to the sisters’ cells.

Ignore her, Tilda, my mama says. She is only trying to frighten you.

Before I can take another step, the eight-thirty bell sounds.

Sister Bernice sticks her walking stick under her arm, claps her hands and tries to round up everyone and shepherd them inside. I don’t like her chances. I step behind her and offer both hands to little Doris.

“Come on, Doris,” I say. “Don’t fret about Molly. We’ll find a way to get you two back together.”

I help her to her feet and as I head inside, guilt swirls. I’m not sure there is anything Doris or I can do to help her get reunited with her sister. Am I doing the wrong thing, telling her not to give up hope? Are there some things you can’t change, no matter how much you believe you can? Or how much you hope? Am I wrong to be so certain about Papa?

Be strong, Mama’s voice tells me, as she always does. Your papa is coming back. If you give up hope, you let that dreadful nun win.

And that is something I don’t intend to do. I must get a letter to him.


Facts of Brushwood by Matilda Moss


Brushwood Convent and Orphanage for Girls operates on extremely limited funds. In other words, the establishment is very, very poor. Without Sister Catherine’s industry in the vegetable garden and care of her chickens, accompanied by Sister Mary’s ability in the kitchen, it is highly likely we would all starve.

Funds are provided through seizing a sizeable portion of the meagre wages of former inmates now in service – which is terribly unfair – and also through public donations and the charity of the parish. In fact, it was the generosity of an anonymous benefactor that built the convent in the first place. Unfortunately, the benefactor’s funds were also limited and that is why the main building is only half completed.

The original plans were for the building to be a U shape with a courtyard in the middle. The nuns had to decide whether to finish the final wing as planned, or have a belltower. They chose the belltower, which was a strange choice, because without the final leg of the U there is no nursery dormitory, sewing or common room. This means we are forced to spend our precious free time in our overcrowded dormitory or out on the verandah – even in the middle of winter.



Opinions by Annie Smith


Annie says we are lucky that the nuns ran out of money. Imagine having to put up with screaming babies all the time and having to do extra chores like scrubbing never-ending piles of stinky soiled nappies. She has a valid point there! She also says that if we had a sewing room, we would be expected to do mending and sewing every night. And it would be so much harder to get away with Gertie doing our mending for us. Another valid point.
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Have I mentioned that Sister Geraldine is my Fountain of Calm? Because right now, with Sister Geraldine at the front of the schoolroom, her voice tinkling like a burbling creek, as she instructs the First and Second Class girls on their letters, I am finally feeling some kind of calm. I sit in the back row, sharing a long bench seat with Gertie and Annie and Martha. We are tasked with the careful copying of a poem onto our slates and then into our exercise books.

And, truly, it is as if Sister Geraldine knew exactly what I needed to read today. It is a poem by an American poet called Emily Dickinson and it is about hope. (I will read it to Doris later.)


Hope is the thing with feathers

That perches in the soul,

And sings the tune without the words,

And never stops at all …



Don’t you love how the words rise and fall like music? As I read it again, I feel that little bird of hope perch in my very soul, telling me it will never leave me. My heart swells up, and near bursts out of my chest.

Oh, thank you, Sister Geraldine! With Mama’s wise words and this little bird of hope, everything is going to be all right – I can feel it in my bones.

I finish copying the poem onto my slate and open up my exercise book to a new page. I am going to make this the best page I have ever done. Not even Sister Agatha will be able to find fault in it.

I have just finished the first verse, when the door to the schoolroom bursts open. Sister Agatha marches in. Her face has so much thunder and lightning that Sister Geraldine drops her pointer and the youngsters abruptly stop their reciting.

And that little bird of hope hides quivering under its wings.

She has come for me.

Sister Geraldine picks up her pointer, her face bright red. “Yes, Sister?”

Sister Agatha looks down her nose at Sister Geraldine and adjusts her arms under her apron. Annie giggles softly and whispers out of the corner of her mouth, “Pet tiger snake,” at the same time as Gertie whispers “Prickly cactus.”

Sister Agatha’s head snaps up and she walks up between the rows of benches and desks, stopping beside our bench. Annie grabs my hand and squeezes it tight. “Do you have something to share, girls?” she snarls.

No one speaks.

“I asked a question, so I expect an answer. Matilda, what did you whisper when I entered the room?”

“Nothing, Sister,” I mumble.

“You expect me to believe that? You of all people? Get out the front, young lady!”

“It’s true, Sister,” says Annie. “It was me. I said–”

“Silence, Annie. There is no honour in lying to protect the wicked. Get to the front of the room, Matilda – now!” Sister’s voice rises to a bellow.

I scramble past Annie and follow Sister to the front of the room.

I catch Sister Geraldine’s sympathetic glance as I pass her.

“Obedience and honesty are two of the utmost important qualities we demand at Brushwood, and Matilda Moss has neither,” Sister announces to the room.

I stand in front of the chalkboard, my head bowed. Sister’s cruelty knows no bounds when it comes to me. I am sure she knew that we were “stretching the truth” as Papa liked to put it when we arrived and he assured Sister that I had been brought up as a Catholic and had attended mass whenever possible. Sister glared at me then, just like she is glaring at me now. It wasn’t difficult for her to know it was untrue. The first time I entered chapel and didn’t genuflect, she humiliated me in front of everyone. And now she is priming herself to do just the same. I study the knots of wood in the floor. Don’t let her break you, Tilda, my mama is saying in my head right now. Stand tall, like those mighty blue gums.

“Matilda,” Sister scowls, making my name sound like a new variety of vermin, “is under the impression that she is not an orphan. Imagine that? She thinks she is better than you all, that she has a father who loves her and is coming back for her. This is not true. This is a lie. And Matilda knows it.” Sister turns to face me. “Look up, young lady, at me, not your boots,” she demands. “I want you to say after me. My father abandoned me. I am an orphan of Brushwood.”

Hot bile stings my throat. I can’t do that. I will never say that. Never. I can feel myself trembling.

“Did you hear me? I want you to speak the truth, with your fellow orphans as witnesses. Say: my father abandoned me and I am an orphan of Brushwood.”

There is no way I will ever say those words.

“Matilda!” Sister’s voice is shrill.

Out of the corner of my eye, I glimpse Doris’s frightened face and I waver, but seeing her fear only hardens my resolve and I look Sister Agatha directly in her cold squinty eyes and say, “My father is a brave South Australian Citizen Bushman fighting in the Boer War and he is coming to collect me as soon as he defeats the Boers and returns to Australia.”

Sister Geraldine gasps, then whimpers – she knows what’s coming.

Sister Agatha’s face darkens. “You give me no choice.” She grabs my arm and drags me out the door. “The boot room for you.”


Facts of Brushwood by Matilda Moss


I struggle to write about Sister Geraldine without waxing lyrical about her many virtues. She is indeed a shining light within the dark halls of Brushwood.

But if I were to be factual in the matter of Sister Geraldine, I would have to say that she does not have a handsome face. It is pale and plain with no distinguishing features and quickly turns tomato red when she is embarrassed. She is the only teacher at Brushwood and teaches all the inmates from First to Fifth Class. She does this without ever losing her temper. She is patient and calm and highly intelligent. Her intuition astounds me often, as she seems to know how I feel before I even realise I feel that way myself, and my affection for her is such that she is the only nun I would allow to call me Tilda.



Opinions by Annie Smith


Annie says she has no interest in learning History and Mathematics but she loves to listen to Sister Geraldine’s tinkling voice as she explains things, and if ever there were someone who could make long division interesting it would be Sister Geraldine.
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A bell sounds as I overturn a fruit crate and test it to see if it will take my weight. It is the fourth to sound since I was locked in here. I count them off on my fingers: the midday prayer bell, then the lunch bell, followed by the back-to-class bell and now the end-of-class and start-of-chores bell, which means it is three o’clock and I have been locked away in this dungeon for at least five hours.

My stomach is rumbling, my mouth parched and my bladder aching. I have no inkling when Sister will let me out. Last time I was in here it was only for an hour or so.

The crate seems to be pretty sturdy, so I push it against the far wall and step up. The boot room is a narrow storeroom located up in the rafters. I call it “the dungeon”. It might not be some damp underground cellar, but it is dark and horribly smelly just the same, and very dungeon-like, believe me. It is lined with shelves filled with muddy old lace-up boots and shoes and dusty pinafores and dresses and stockings that make you want to sneeze. (The nuns throw nothing away. Some poor new orphan one day will find herself decked out in one of these threadbare pinnies and holey boots with bits of old card shoved inside to plug the gaps.)

The only light is a thin ray from the one tiny round window, with glass stained brown from dirt, that I am now stretching on tippy toes on the crate to see out of. From here, the towering blue gums fill my vision. I have come to love those trees. They stand proud and strong against all that Mother Nature throws at them, their creamy trunks and mops of rustling green always brilliant against even the greyest skies. Papa said blue gums were Mama’s favourite too.

A small carriage turns through the gates and stops outside the front steps. A tall thin woman climbs out. She adjusts her hat, straightens her skirt, lifts a basket from the seat of the carriage and then disappears from view – no doubt a visitor for Sister Agatha, only visitors use the front entrance – and the sight of her conjures up a familiar worry whenever someone visits like this. What if she is looking to take a girl into service? What if she wants Annie?

I push that troublesome thought out of my mind and let my eyes track across the rooftops and swaying gums to find the shimmering sea.

Ah, there it is – the sea.

My papa sailed out on that sea – from Largs Bay – and for all I know his return ship might be sailing back in right now! He’s been gone one year, two months and fourteen days. This is a fact. Just as it is a fact that he hasn’t abandoned me. I don’t care what Sister Agatha says. It is also a fact that I need to get word to him before Sister Agatha does something terrible.

I am taking one long last look at that silver sea, when some movement catches my eye. I strain on my toes so I can see down into William Street below. A bicycle peddles past and also a horse and cart, kicking up dust. Then I spy Annie at the front gate and my insides turn over. Those blue gums might be magnificent, but they also cast a deep shade across the yard, making it damp and cold, and no place for Annie to be lurking.

And look who happens to be walking by – only that Joshua Jones. He puts some letters into our letterbox and waves at Annie. Annie says something, waves back and then scurries away towards the infirmary cottage and is quickly out of my line of sight.

“Oh Annie!” I say and sit down on the crate, leaning my back against the bricks. Her obsession with Joshua Jones is a worry. It’s not like she has any good excuse to be speaking to him. She isn’t even allowed to fetch the mail. That’s Sister Bernice’s job. If Sister Agatha found out, Annie would be locked away with me here in the boot room. Especially as I’m pretty sure Joshua Jones isn’t a Catholic.

It comes as no surprise that being a Catholic is pretty important round here. Papa said being a Catholic was important to Mama too, so that makes it important to me, and I am certainly trying hard to learn how to be a Catholic – despite Sister Agatha not being the best example and making it near impossible. I press my hands against the rough collar of my dress to the space where Mama’s gold cross should be. All these months without it, and yet I still feel the loss of it.

Papa is not Catholic. Papa is Jewish. This is a fact that Sister Agatha does not know. And I am certain she would hate me more if she did, even if Papa didn’t practise his faith the way Aunty Hannah and Uncle Joseph Solomon did.

I draw my knees to my chest, my stomach knotting, remembering how Aunty Hannah and Uncle Joseph would shake their heads with despair when Papa took me off on the Sabbath. Oh, boyo, did they look wretched. But, in truth, I didn’t care, because I loved our Saturday excursions. Sometimes we’d go all the way to Kensington on the horse-drawn tram and have a picnic at Pile’s Paddock – it’s where Papa used to court Mama under her favourite blue gums. And nearly always we’d go to Mama’s grave in West Terrace Cemetery, which was just a short walk from our lodgings in the West End, and we’d tell her about our week. Papa often wrote a letter for her that he hid under a flat rock beside her headstone. He didn’t want her to miss out on a moment.

But doing these things on the Sabbath caused Aunty Hannah to wring her hands and fret and fuss, and Uncle Joseph to speak sternly and sometimes angrily to Papa. They worried for him. They worried for me. They said we were family and they wanted the best for us.

And then the Nimble Ninepence burned to the ground. And everything was turned on its head and led me here – to the boot room at Brushwood and to Sister Agatha hating me and saying hurtful things about Papa being a liar and leaving me here for good.

Papa is not a liar.

But then a terrible thought strikes me.

Papa lied about us being Catholic when he brought me here. Thinking about this now makes me uneasy. If he lied about that would he lie about coming back too?

No, says Mama’s voice in my head. Never think that. Be strong, like those blue gums, Tilda love.

A salty tear slides into my mouth.

There is a noise outside. I wipe my face and shove the crate back under a shelf with my foot. The door jiggles and the lock turns. My mouth is suddenly dry.

But it’s only Sister Catherine, and I sag with relief.

She carries in a tray. “Here, child, praise the Lord, it is time for you to be fed and watered. But this is it until morning, I’m afraid.”

“Morning!” I say, aghast.

“Yes, I’m sorry. That’s what Sister has ordered.” She puts the tray onto a shelf and then removes a large porcelain bowl. A chamber pot. She places it on the floor in one corner. She tries to smile. “Don’t despair too much. It will be morning as soon as the sun rises.”

I can’t believe I am going to be up here all night. In the dark and the cold and with the rats and mice and cockroaches.

Sister turns to leave, but as she pulls the door closed, she pokes her head back in and says, “Oh, and I have a message from Annie. She said to tell you, a nest of redback spiders. I made her promise she wasn’t trying to scare the unholy wits out of you. I’m not sure what it means. I guess it is some sort of secret code. Well, best away. Take care, my child.”

Redback spiders! Annie certainly knows how to make me smile.

Though my smile quickly dissolves as the door closes and I look across at the bowl of thin soup and the chamber pot and think of what the night might bring.

Is this what Sister Agatha meant when she said that things would change for me if I didn’t change my ways? Is this dungeon my new home?

A shudder rips right through me.


Facts of Brushwood by Matilda Moss


Sister Catherine is not just the bellringer. When she is not bellringing, she is handing out chores, or in the garden digging or hoeing or feeding the chooks. She gives the chooks the funniest names like Layla and Cherry-neck and Rhubarb-pie. Of course she has a story for each name. An odd one. In fact, it is a day to note when nothing odd comes out of Sister Catherine’s mouth.

Sister Catherine’s enthusiasm knows no bounds. She never walks calmly like the other nuns – she is always huffing and puffing like a steam train. She rings the bells with passion, her face shining with sweat and she allocates the chores with so much zeal, you’d swear she was handing out pound notes, rather than enforced labour to unwilling girls.



Opinions by Annie Smith


Annie says Brushwood would be much greyer without Sister Catherine. Imagine life without Sister saying something like, “Those tomato vines are bang up to the elephant. They take the egg, they do.”
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The lunch bell sounds and the door to my dungeon finally opens. I have been incarcerated for twelve bells – that’s a whole day and night of bells – and I had really begun to think that I was never going to be let out.

The light outside is so bright, I need to shield my eyes with my arm. Regardless, I am still able to take in poor Sister Catherine’s stricken face, grey like an old sock.

“Oh meaty my. Come on, child,” she says, and helps me to my feet and hands me a damp rag. “Wash your face and hands and get to the meals hall as swiftly as you can. No time to dither-dather.”

She ushers me out of the room as I rub the cloth over my face and stumble down the stairs. I am so cold, my legs won’t work properly and my stomach is rumbling so fiercely, I clutch at it to try to silence it. I hand Sister back the cloth as I join the line of girls outside the meals hall. Their chatter melts away at the sight of me. They turn their worried faces my way and then to each other.

“Are you okay?” Penny whispers.

“Sister Agatha is so mean to you,” says Martha, holding a squirming Josephine’s hand tightly.

Then a sweaty little hand slips into mine, and Doris’s wide possum eyes look up at me. “I’m sorry,” she says.

“You don’t need to apologise,” I say. “It was Sister’s fault, not yours.”

Doris turns her head from side to side, then whispers, “I prayed last night for Sister Agatha to fall down the stairs. Will I go to hell?”

I smile down at her and wrap my arm across her shoulders and draw her close. “No, sweetie.” She grins back at me as the line moves forwards and the aroma of cabbage and potatoes nearly knocks me over.

Doris heads off to the littlies table and I join Annie and Gertie at our table. Gertie winks and Annie squeezes my hand, as Sister Agatha and Sister Mary enter the room and take their places at the head table. Penny, Henrietta and Bernadette serve the bowls of soup.

My head is so fuzzy I am slightly woozy.

Gratefully, Sister Agatha doesn’t waste any time leading us in grace, and I dive into my seat, my eyes on Sister willing her to pick up her spoon.

“Girls, before we start our luncheon today, Sister Mary has some wonderful news to share with you,” Sister Agatha says, smiling at Sister Mary. “I know you will all be keen to hear. Sister Mary …”

My mouth is watering, and I swear I will keel over if I have to wait another moment.

Sister Mary blushes. She looks uncomfortable – she is not one who likes to be in the limelight.

“Yes, well … ah … thank you, Sister. I do have some absolutely wonderful news. Firstly, I want to say that if you have noticed me being a little glum these past months, I do apologise, but I have been beside myself with worry.”

Come on! Come on! I urge. Why now do you decide to speak?

“My brother Phillip is away fighting the Boers, has been since March last year as part of the South Australian Citizen Bushmen Contingent.”

My head snaps up. My skin tingles. That’s the same contingent as Papa!

“And I hadn’t heard a word from him for at least three months and I have to admit I was beginning to fear the worst. But last week my prayers were answered and I received a letter. Actually not one but two! It seems as though they took their time getting here – they were sent many, many weeks ago – and to further complicate things there was news that Phillip had been injured in battle – thankfully only a minor injury, but one that prevented him from corresponding. He is well now and has joined his squadron again.”

“That is certainly fabulous news,” Sister Agatha says. “Have you received letters from him during his time abroad?”

“Oh yes, Sister.” Sister Mary’s face beams, as my heart sinks and my mind becomes a whirligig. “Which surprised me, as Phillip had rarely corresponded with me before now. But the commanders – even Lord Methuen himself – have encouraged letter writing. They said it was good for morale, apparently. And good for the folks at home. My parents were getting letters almost weekly in the beginning.” Sister Mary smiles at this, and I am consumed with envy and confusion.

Sister Agatha looks directly at me. Her face is oh-so-superior. I know she is doing this to torment me – the nuns seldom speak about their family or share personal news. And Sister Mary rarely says anything other than chop those carrots or peel those potatoes. Sister is doing this for my benefit.

“Thank you, Sister Mary.” Sister Agatha picks up her spoon. Then puts it down again. “Oh, Matilda. Have you ever heard from your father while he has been away fighting the Boers? Sounds like he might be in the same contingent.”

I swallow hard. “No, Sister,” I say.

“Look up when you speak. And don’t mumble. I ask again. Has your father written even one letter to you?”

“No, Sister.” My lips tremble, but I am determined not to cry.

“I see. So this father who you insist is coming back for you when his stint ends hasn’t even written one word to you? Not one single letter? Even though Lord Methuen himself has encouraged it? How is this possible?”

Annie grabs hold of my leg under the table and squeezes it. She knows that it is taking every ounce of my strength not to pounce at Sister and grab her round the throat.

“Well?”

“I don’t know, Sister,” I mumble.

“You don’t know. Well, this is a red-letter day, Sisters. Matilda Moss doesn’t know. Well, I do. Because I know the truth. Your father is not coming for you. You are an orphan and it is time to acknowledge it. Hopefully, your time in the boot room will have helped you to see the light. Stand up now and tell everyone the truth.”

I push my seat back and stand. I feel every pair of eyes upon me. The room prickles with tension. “No, Sister. I won’t.”

Sister stands and leans across the table. “Say it!” she commands.

“I can’t. I won’t.”

“Say it!” She is a volcano ready to explode, the brown mole on her cheek quivering.

“My papa is a loving papa. He would never abandon me.”

Sister points her bony finger at me. “Out. The boot room. Now.”


Facts of Brushwood by Matilda Moss


Sister Mary is an enigma. She is as quiet as the schoolroom on a Sunday and only says what is absolutely necessary. She is certainly not one of life’s conversationalists. The kitchen is her domain, and where she can be a tad bossy, in a softly spoken way – and when she is not in the kitchen, she is on her knees in the chapel. I think of all the nuns she is the most holy.



Opinions by Annie Smith


Annie says that Sister Mary should be made a saint one day. She performs miracles each day feeding thirty girls and five nuns with the limited supplies she receives.

What Sister Mary can do with a snail-eaten cabbage, two tiny eggs – one each from Cherry-neck and Rhubarb-pie (Layla never lays) – and five potatoes is indeed a miracle. Not a particularly tasty miracle, but one that stops us from starving.
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A door slams closed and heels clop on tiles. The air sucks out of my lungs.

Sister Agatha.

I dip the wooden scrubbing brush into the pail of soapy water and then scrub it furiously across the tiles. The smell of carbolic soap and washing soda makes my stomach lurch, but I swallow it down and try to gather myself. I will not give Sister Agatha the satisfaction of seeing my discomfort, let alone the opportunity for her to comment on my lack of effort. I turn my back on the advancing nun.

I will never say what that woman wants me to say.

Never, my mama echoes. Be strong!

Sister Agatha clops past me as if I don’t exist, arms tucked under her apron and her nose stuck in the air. She is so close, her tunic flaps against my arms, so I slop an extra scoopful of water over the tiles right in front of her. It splashes over her shoes and onto the hem of her tunic, but she doesn’t miss a step.

It makes me smile nonetheless. She deserves it.

Sister Agatha has no right to say the things she does about Papa. No right. Since the day I arrived, she has continually said that Papa is too poor and too much of a good-for-nothing rogue to look after a daughter properly. I hate her when she says those things.

I sit back on my haunches, rest the scrubbing brush in my lap and stretch my back. Better here than in the boot room, I suppose, even if I am aching from head to toe, my hands red and cracked. I have been scrubbing for hours. There are far too many tiles in this place and the ones on the verandah facing south are covered in mildew and require more strength than my skinny arms possess. And this only makes me hate Sister more.

Sister Geraldine says that we should make no room for hate in our hearts, but I know there is always going to be a great chunk of hate for the likes of Sister Agatha in my heart.

Sometimes that makes me ashamed. Other times it makes me feel as though I could rule the world. And if I did rule the world, I’d call off the war and bring all the brave soldiers back home safely. I would give Papa a good job and new clothes and a house for him and me, so he could adopt Annie and Annie and I can be real sisters. I would get the best doctors in the world to discover a cure for weak chests and I would make Annie strong and healthy.

If I ruled the world, I would lock Sister Agatha in the boot room and throw away the key. I wonder if thinking these things is a sin. If it is, then I’m sorry, God. But what were you thinking when you made Sister Agatha? Maybe you were tired out after making all the wonderful things in the world like gum trees and sunrises and big red kangaroos. Maybe you were so tired you left out some vital ingredients, like kindness and honesty.

Just then, I spy Sister Mary coming out of the chapel. She is so pious and good. Sometimes in mass, I swear I see a shaft of light beam down on her.

Why hasn’t Papa written to me? I fret, my heart working overtime.

Sister Mary’s face lights up when she sees me. “You are doing a fine job there, Matilda. The tiles have never looked so colourful.”

I keep scrubbing. I am too jealous to respond.

She stops beside me. I sense she wants to say something more, but she only smiles again, sighs and continues on her way.

“Does your brother ever write about any of the other soldiers?” I blurt out, without really meaning to.

That stops her. She turns to face me. “No. Not so much,” she replies.

“Has he ever mentioned my papa? Daniel Moss?” I can hear the desperation in my voice.

“No, child. I’m sorry.”

She smiles again and turns to leave.

“Wait!” I call out. “Can you ask him … in your next letter? He should know him. Papa said there were less than a hundred men selected for the contingent.”

“Matilda, dear, I’m not sure I should–”

A clip clop of heels on tiles around the corner makes us both startle.

Sister Agatha is coming. No one else has a clip clop of heels that sound like hammer strikes.

Sister Mary whispers, “Sorry,” then hurries off towards the meals hall.

“Get busy, Matilda,” Sister Agatha snaps, as she takes the steps beside me and heads off into the courtyard.

I dip the brush into the pail and get back to my scrubbing, but I have only managed a few more yards when I sense someone beside me.

It’s Sister Mary again.

She looks furtively from side to side then pulls something from the pocket of her tunic. It’s a chunk of bread. “Eat it quickly. And don’t let Sister see,” is all she says before fleeing back to the kitchen.

I am so ravenous, I shove the whole thing into my mouth.

I chew on the doughy goodness as I run the brush over the tiles, my jealousy forgotten. Sister Mary’s kindness has given me renewed energy.

It has also given me an idea.

Two, in fact.


Facts of Brushwood by Matilda Moss


The bell for chapel rings at six every evening and nine on Sunday mornings.

Chapel is something I have learned to endure. It is straight backs and sore knees. It’s remembering not to let your mind wander, so you don’t get tangled up with thoughts about why the cicadas are screaming, or mesmerised by the clouds floating past the stained glass windows and changing into cloud kaleidoscopes only to find yourself standing when everyone else is kneeling. Or saying a Hail Mary, when you should be saying the Our Father.

Chapel is also mysterious. People seem to change as soon as they step through the doors. Josephine and Audrey could be ready to scratch each other’s eyes out, but the moment they file into chapel, they are all honey and sweetness, the best of friends. You expect it from the nuns. Reverence Sister Geraldine calls it. But for some of the girls the change is quite the miracle.



Opinions by Annie Smith


Annie says that when the nuns sing, chapel is soothing. Their singing sinks under your skin and into your soul. Even when Sister Bernice sings like a toad.

Amen, to that.
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I scrub right through afternoon chores and tea and even through evening chapel. I scrub until it is too dark to see the tiles in front of me. I scrub until my arms are heavy like bricks and I am barely able to lift the brush into the pail. I scrub until Sister Catherine finds me and hands me a slice of bread and dripping and hauls me up off my knees and helps me stagger up the stairs to the dormitory.

When I reach the doorway, I stand stock still. I’m not sure if hunger and exhaustion have made me fuzzy in the head or if I have somehow arrived at the wrong dormitory, but the sight before me is puzzling. The room is filled with an unusual energy: cheerful laughter and joyful prancing of girls everywhere.

Annie rushes to me and wraps me in a hug. She is jigging up and down and so excited, she is wheezing.

“What’s going on?” I ask, as she leads me inside.

“The Duke and Duchess of York and Cornwall are coming to Adelaide. Sister Catherine announced it at the end of chapel. They are opening the first Australian Parliament in Melbourne, then coming to Adelaide! It’s made everyone dizzy. They will be King and Queen one day, you know.”

I flop onto my back on my bed, grateful that I don’t have to spend another night in the boot room.

“Sister Geraldine said that we will be studying British royal history next week,” Annie continues, sitting on the edge of her bed, “and that we all should think about producing something in our spare time to mark the occasion. A special royal project of some sort. She even hinted that the girls who do the best projects might get to go into Adelaide with Sister Agatha and see the royal procession! Imagine that.”

I don’t have the energy to catch the enthusiasm that has ensnared the rest of the girls. Everyone is in quite a state. The young ones are yelping, and playing kings and queens and princesses, curtseying and skipping around the room, waving their hands regally. Even Doris is joining in (which heartens me some). A bunch of other girls are in a circle on the floor, squealing and gossiping and rolling about laughing. It is more than my misery can bear.

I sit up, pull my boots off and release my aching toes, and beckon Annie closer – so close I can hear the rumbly wheeze in her chest. “You don’t sound well,” I say. “Is your chest playing up?”

She waves her hand at me. “I’m fine. It’s just the cooler night air.”

I don’t believe her, but I know better than to press her. She is as stubborn as an old cow at times. “Where’s Gertie?” I ask instead.

Annie nods her head towards the verandah, while sucking in a couple of deep breaths. “She’s outside sitting under the window with Olivia, sewing material scraps into flowers. She is intent on making the best ever royal procession bonnet in the whole of Adelaide.”

All this merriment could work to my advantage. “Annie,” I whisper, using our talking without moving our lips manoeuvre. “I have a plan and I need your help.”

Annie leans in even closer. “Of course,” she says, her lips barely parting as she speaks. “What is it?”

“I am going to write a new letter to Papa. He needs to know what’s happening here. He has to stop Sister somehow. I’m worried, Annie.” I look deep into Annie’s blue eyes. “I’m worried that Sister is going to do something really terrible to me – send me away so Papa can’t find me, or stop Papa from coming to get me.”

“Oh, Tilda.” Annie hugs me tight. “You poor thing. I can’t see how she can stop your papa from coming to get you – that must be against the law, surely. And where would she send you? You’re not old enough for service yet. But I do think your papa needs to know what’s happening.”

I find a small smile within my misery. Annie is the best friend a girl could have. “I have to be extra cautious,” I continue. “I can’t trust anyone – not even Gertie.”

Annie raises her chin and peers out the window towards Gertie. “Gertie wouldn’t tell,” she says.

I rotate my neck. It creaks like an old lady’s. And my head throbs painfully. “I know,” I whisper. “But the fewer people who know the better.”

“Agreed. But how will you get this letter to your papa?”

I bite hard on my lip. This is the tricky part. “Sister Mary. I’m going to ask her to put it in with her next letter to her brother.”

Annie’s eyebrows jump up and hide under her fringe, she winds her long plaits around her hand, thinking. “Do you think she will? She’s a stickler for the rules. She wouldn’t cross Sister Agatha.”

Annie and I are kindred spirits. Her thoughts are so often exactly mine. And I know what she says is true. “It won’t be easy,” I say, “but I have to try. First I have to write it and then I have to hide it. And I can’t hide it under my mattress this time.” I look around the dormitory, trying to find a suitable hiding place. The place is so spare and organised. There are no nooks or crannies or places to hide anything. We have one large drawer each to keep our clothes in and a wooden box under our bed for our boots and books and other bit and pieces. Neither is a good hiding place. “Maybe I could pull up a floorboard and make a hidey hole.”

Annie gives me a look. “And how would you do that? And with no one seeing or hearing.”

“Okay, so it was a–” A band of girls prance past us, in a whirl of curtseying and bowing and giggling. Annie and I wait till they pass.

“A risky and noisy plan,” finishes Annie, then her eyes open wide and her face breaks into an enormous conspiratorial smile. “Take off your pinnie and dress. And give me your petticoat. I have a brilliant idea.”

“What?”

“Trust me. Hurry. Just put on your nightdress. Tell everyone you’re getting ready for bed early due to sheer absolute exhaustion because of enforced labour.”

I am reluctant, but I agree.

Annie clutches my petticoat to her chest as I change into my nightdress. “I am a genius. Just you wait and see.” She rushes off and returns with a patch of material from the sewing basket on the verandah.

“Oh, Matilda. You’ve gone and torn your petticoat!” she says loud enough for even Gertie to hear outside. “You need to take more care. Sister Agatha will not be impressed.”

I draw my eyebrows together, bemused, as Annie starts stitching a patch of old calico onto my perfectly untorn petticoat. “A secret pocket,” she whispers.

I grin. She is brilliant. Having my letter close to my heart will make me feel so much safer.

As Annie works away on my secret pocket, I get started on my letter, while everyone is so preoccupied.

I keep my notebook in my boot box, with the ink, old fountain pens and nibs and some bits of writing paper Sister Geraldine gave me. My notebook will make the perfect cover. I sit cross-legged on the floor between our beds – we’re not to use ink on our beds – place a sheet of writing paper into the back of the book and start a page about the royal visit, noting down the dates and any details that Annie can recall. Annie will love adding her opinions to this page. I can hear the gushing already! I take a look around the room, to ensure everyone is busy, then slip out my writing paper and get started.


Dearest Papa,

I hope this letter finds its way to you. Please know that what I am about to tell you is not to make you feel bad about leaving me at Brushwood. But you need to know that Sister Agatha keeps on saying that you have abandoned me, and that you are never coming back. Never! She tells me I must forget you and that it is for my own good and salvation that I do. She punishes me when I won’t say that I am an orphan. She puts me in the boot room. She says I am a liar …



“Sister!” Annie breathes.

I glide the letter into the back of the notebook and flick back to my royal visit page as Sister Bernice approaches.

“In your nightdress so early?” she queries.

“Yes, Sister. I’m bone tired,” I say.

“What was that?” she says, and cups her hand around one ear.

“I’m tired, Sister,” I repeat, louder.

“And she has a tear in her petticoat so I am mending it before she gets in more trouble from Sister Agatha,” shouts Annie.

“You are an angel and a fine friend, Annie. Matilda needs you at the moment.”

“Yes. She is,” I yell. “And I do need her, always.”

“I had hoped that all this excitement would lift your spirits, Matilda. You should try to join in.”

“Oh, but I am. I’m starting a royal page.” I push the book closer to Sister. “See.”

Sister leans on her walking stick and squints at the page through her thick spectacles. “Wonderful! That’s the way. You are a trouper.” Sister hobbles off to rein in the princesses, who are squabbling over who is the most regal.

Annie and I beam at each other.

“Imagine if we get to see the royal procession,” says Annie, her eyes shining. “Marching bands and grand carriages with white horses. Sister Geraldine said they are going to decorate King William Street with garlands of flowers and streamers and electric lights. There will be thousands of people lining the streets!”

I wait for Sister Bernice to leave before I take my letter out again and quickly finish it off.

“Annie,” I say, as I write, “you do believe me when I say that Papa will adopt you and you can be my sister, don’t you? I know Papa won’t replace your real papa, but he will treat you well.”

“Ouch!” Annie shakes her hand furiously and then sucks at her thumb. “I stabbed myself.” And then she breaks into a coughing fit. She coughs so hard, it sounds as if she is trying to cough her lungs out of her chest. I hide the letter and jump up to rub her back.

“Are you okay?” I ask, worried.

She clears her throat and takes in a couple of long steadying breaths. “What if Sister Mary won’t send the letter?” she asks, changing the subject.

“I don’t know yet. But that leads me to my second plan,” I say, as Annie settles back against the wall and starts stitching again.

“And that is?”

“Joshua Jones.”

“The pimply, don’t-waste-your-time-on, he’s-got-no-prospects, Joshua Jones?”

“The one and the same.”

“You are incorrigible!”

“Me?” I say, nodding my weary head. “Yes, I am. I am also desperate and hoping you’d do your best friend in the entire world one teeny-tiny additional favour.”

Annie shakes her head at me. “And that would be?”

“Ask Joshua Jones if he has ever seen any letters addressed to me. I can’t believe that Papa wouldn’t write if he could. It’s killing me to think that the letters aren’t getting to me. I have to know – and if I find them, then I will have the proof I need that Sister is out to get me.”

Annie rests her sewing in her lap. “That is true. I will ask. I don’t know if he’ll tell me though.” She makes a final stitch, ties it off and bites the thread off. “Here. Petticoat patched and fixed.”

I take the petticoat from Annie. Wiggle my fingers into the secret pocket. It is perfect. I fold the letter in half and in half again and ease it inside. Hold my petticoat against my chest, smile at Annie, then hide it under my pillow.

I intend to keep it close to me tonight.


Facts of Brushwood by Matilda Moss


Sister Bernice is the ancient nun who is in charge of the dormitory. She shuffles around with a walking stick and has so many wrinkles on her face it looks as though Josephine has scribbled all over it. I have nothing against her advanced age, and it is definitely one of God’s miracles that she is still alive, but one could argue that she is far too old to supervise the dormitory with any level of competency.



Opinions by Annie Smith


Annie says that if you measured Sister Bernice’s age by the number of lines on her face – in the same way you age a tree by the number of rings in its trunk – then Sister Bernice must be 205!
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You are strong, Tilda love, my mama’s voice in my head says. Stronger than the north wind, stronger than the horses that pull those trams down The Parade.

I need Mama’s voice today as I collect branches and sticks and break them into kindling. It is Monday, and it’s been almost a week since I have been banished from my usual daily routines, banished from everything, except chores. (Though I am allowed meals, thankfully, just not with everyone else. I have to eat alone on the verandah once everyone has finished.) This, I presume, is my new reality. The life of a girl who refuses to say she is an orphan when clearly she is not!

The injustice of this stings.

The rhythmic voices of the girls reciting their six times tables float out of the schoolroom window, across the verandah and all the way outside to me as I stack the kindling in the wood shed beside the split logs. I miss the schoolroom so much!

Sister is trying to break me, I know.

You are no twig easily broken, my mama says. Papa told me that Mama used to say this all the time. We are no twigs easily broken, Daniel, you must remember that. He said it was what helped them cope during the hard times.

Mama, I say, hand on heart, I fear I’m close to snapping, just like these dry twigs I’ve been snapping all morning.

I am bone and soul weary. I hate to admit it, but my resolve is faltering.

Stand tall. Be strong, Mama warns. Don’t you give up.

I won’t Mama. But it’s so hard.

All my plans seemed to have stalled. Annie missed Joshua Jones last week and today she is on kitchen duty and will probably miss him again. I need to know if I’ve had letters. It is such a desperate need that my limbs ache with it.

I press two hands over my chest and feel the crackle of my letter to Papa hidden in its secret compartment. It truly is the one thing that keeps me from becoming a puddle. If only I could catch a moment alone with Sister Mary, but all the sisters have been keeping their distance from me, as if I have the influenza or dysentery or some such. Sister Catherine seems to be the one charged with giving me my daily list of chores. To everyone else I simply don’t exist.

Just then, I glimpse a flap of a black tunic behind the chicken coop and near the vegetable garden. It is Sister Mary; I am sure!

I glance back to the main building. It is mid-morning. Sister Agatha is usually in her office at this time of day. There doesn’t seem to be anyone about, the recital of the times tables the only evidence of activity. Oh, how I wish I were up there with the girls saying those numbers.

I tip-toe out of the woodshed and skirt around the back of the courtyard, taking cover where I can behind the scraggly rose bushes along its edge. I take the longer route, through the graveyard beneath the twisted gums, weaving in and out of the little wooden crosses, then scamper across to the corner of the coop and to where Sister Mary is bent over picking peas from the vegetable patch.

I am behind her in seconds.

“Sister,” I whisper, but still she lets cry a startled squeal and tosses pea pods into the air.

“Oh, Matilda, you gave me such a start. What is it, child?”

“Sister, I need to ask you something. Something very important.”

A shadow of worry crosses Sister’s face. She looks up to the main building, then takes me by the elbow and moves me further out of sight. “What is it, child? Sister Agatha will not be pleased if she sees you not at your task.”

Be strong, Mama says. Do it for Papa.

“When will you write to your brother next?” I ask.

“I finished a letter last night.”

My timing is perfect. I spread my hand across my chest, feel the crackle of my hidden letter, my cheeks red hot, my head giddy with anticipation. “I have a letter for my papa,” I say. “Can you send mine with yours?”

Sister takes a quick step back as if I have burst into flames. Her face becomes a furious frown. She shakes her head from side to side.

My warm sunshiny feeling turns wintery.

“Matilda, no. You can’t ask me to do that. You know what Sister Agatha would–”

“Papa hasn’t abandoned me, Sister. Sister Agatha is lying. I don’t know why, but she is.”

“Child, you shouldn’t–”

“Sister Mary!” shouts a voice that could split wood. I don’t need to turn to know to whom it belongs. I am done for. “What is going on here?” Sister Agatha strides across the courtyard.

Sister Mary looks quite shaken. She leans over and plucks up the pea pods she had dropped. “Just getting some peas and carrots for our luncheon, Sister,” she replies, the quiver in her voice betraying her nerves.

“And the girl, what is she doing here?” Sister Agatha turns her back to me. She can’t even call me by name.

“She …” Sister Mary’s eyes fall from mine to the ground. She plucks another pea pod from the dirt. I hope with all my heart that she will not give me away. “She only asked if there was anything she could do to help.”

“She has far too much to do to play around in the garden, Sister. Please ensure she is back on task imminently.”

“Yes, Sister,” says Sister Mary as Sister Agatha turns and marches back inside.

“You heard what Sister said,” Sister Mary says to me. “Off you go, and please, put a stop to this foolishness.”

I walk back to my pile of kindling, neck bent, head bowed, choking down my frustration.


Facts of Brushwood by Matilda Moss


I feel as if am being tortured. I am not exaggerating or being melodramatic, as it is an undeniable fact that Sister Agatha is making me suffer. Horribly. And all because I won’t betray my papa and say the lie she wants me to say. (I fear my writing is veering off my purpose here and that I am no longer recounting facts to share with Papa on his return, but rather letting emotion guide my hand. But alas, I am overrun with emotion and devoid of facts.)



Opinions by Annie Smith


Annie says that I am not being melodramatic. She says what Sister Agatha is putting me through is criminal and that the way the other sisters let her get away with it makes her wish she were a fire-breathing dragon, so she could turn them all into cinders.

(This is perhaps a slight overreaction, if you ask me. Perhaps Annie the fire-breathing dragon should hole up the other sisters in her lair for a bit to allow them time to reflect on how their inaction is actually aiding Sister Agatha’s cruel and hateful ways. Feel free to turn Sister Agatha into toast though.)
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The pre-dawn chill nips at my ears, so I drag my blanket up over them, careful not to disturb Doris.

Doris is curled into my middle – all bony elbows and knees and misery – but, frankly, I welcome her warmth. These last nights, the sound of Doris’s sniffly weeping has torn at my heart, and she has ended up in bed with me. Doris’s despair is like my own. I truly understand how she feels. And that gives me some strange comfort. Nothing I say seems to soothe her though, especially in the stillness of the night when we only have our thoughts for company. That’s when her sorrow bubbles up and over. I whisper constantly to her that she must not give up. I recite that poem about the little bird of hope, as much for my benefit as for hers, and encourage her to imagine that bird is with her. I assure her that together we will find a way for her to be reunited with her sister. Even though I have no idea how to achieve this. Even though I have done the arithmetic and worked out that by the time Molly is old enough to come to Brushwood, it is very likely that Doris will be in service or boarded out. Or Molly adopted. Which makes me a liar. I cuddle her as she whimpers and whispers, I’m sorry, I’m sorry! It is like an affliction and she says it over and over until she falls into an exhausted sleep.

I too am exhausted, but sleep is no friend of mine. I seem only to be able to sleep in fits and starts. Right now, I have given up. It is still dark and a wide moonbeam makes a silvery path across the room, but the bite in the air tells me the six-thirty wake-up bell will sound soon enough, and Sister Bernice will light the gaslights that hang across the middle of the room and I will be banished once again to a day of backbreaking chores.

But so be it.

Beside me, Annie coughs and stirs, and then turns over. She has been restless and coughing all night. It was the same last winter, and twice she had to spend time in the infirmary, where Sister Catherine kept a small fire going in the hearth all night. I know she is troubled by the fact that she has not yet been able to escape the kitchen and catch up with Joshua Jones. It troubles me too, but I try not to let on.

Finally, the bell sounds – three loud clangs – and startles me out of my thoughts. The room is flooded with light. Sister Bernice, already dressed in her full habit, waddles in, leaning on her walking stick and smiling far too widely for this ridiculous hour. She claps her hands and makes croaky noises about what a wonderful day it is and how we must hurry out of our beds. There is much groaning and complaining and quite a bit of coughing and the occasional loud bottom burp.

Doris yawns and stretches and staggers out of bed to kneel at the side of her own bed ready for morning prayers. I kneel beside mine.

“Quickly!” says Sister Bernice, though there is nothing quick about Sister Bernice. “It is rather brisk this morning. The quicker we say thanks to the Lord, the quicker you can get dressed.”

“In the name of the Father, Son and the Holy Spirit,” says Sister Bernice and we all cross ourselves wearily. Thankfully, her mumbling prayer this morning is short and to the point, and we are dismissed. Most of the girls saunter out to the line-up for the WC or to the washstand on the verandah to splash icy water on their faces. Martha drags a protesting Josephine with her. I head straight for my drawer. I want to get my petticoat, tunic and pinafore on as speedily as possible. I won’t feel safe until I can feel Papa’s letter firm against my heart – in some ways it replaces the empty space where Mama’s cross should be.

I take off my nightdress, fold it as required, and place it on top of the chest of drawers, so I can pull out my day clothes. We have two sets of clothes. One clean set and the one we wear for the week. Saturday is washday, and we change over sets after our baths, though last Saturday I made sure the petticoat with Papa’s letter didn’t end up in the wash.

But as I pull out my petticoat, I immediately know something is wrong. Where is the comforting crackle of folded paper in the secret pocket? Panicked, I examine the pocket closely.

The letter is not there. It’s gone. The room spins before my eyes.

Annie is sitting on her bed plaiting her hair, but as her eyes meet mine, they widen. She rushes to my side.

I am dizzy with shock, standing like a statue in my bloomers and vest.

I hold my petticoat up to Annie. “It’s gone!” I manage, though I can barely breathe. “It’s gone.”

Annie’s eyebrows are drawn into a worried frown as she searches the petticoat, then she promptly drops to her knees and starts searching around on the floor and under beds. I too jump into action and I rifle through my drawer, tossing both sets of clothing onto the floor in a wild panic.

“What is going on here?” Sister Bernice stumbles up to us, looking flummoxed, her voice unusually sharp.

“I … I …” I don’t know what to say.

Annie, still on her hands and knees, gawks up at Sister Bernice. “We … we …”

“Get up off the floor,” she says to Annie and then to me, “and get yourself dressed. Standing there half naked and throwing your clothes around. What madness is this?”

“Sorry, Sister,” we both mumble.

My hands tremble as I toss my letter-less petticoat over my head, fighting off tears. “Someone has stolen it!” I whimper to Annie. “Stolen it and no doubt given it to Sister Agatha.”

“But how? And who? It’s not possible!” Annie is as frantic as I feel.

“I don’t know, but someone has.” Fear settles in my bones. “Someone very sneaky.” And immediately think of Henrietta. But what would she have to gain? It is such a wretched thought that one of the girls has done this.

Sister Bernice totters past again and casts suspicious eyes on us. I tug on my dress and pinafore and sit on my bed to pull up my stockings. Annie heads out to the washstand. My heart is pumping so hard, I feel as if it is going to burst out of my chest. Every move I make reminds me of the devastating emptiness of the secret pocket.

Gertie and Penny saunter in chatting and laughing. Gertie is totally oblivious to my turmoil, and starts making her bed. She is obsessed with having the best-made bed in the dormitory. It is as if even the tiniest wrinkle is a sign of ineptitude. Today I am glad of it. I couldn’t even pretend to be cheery. Martha fusses around the littlies in the middle of the room, helping them with their buttons and boots. She enlists Henrietta to help. Henrietta ties Josephine’s boots and then helps Audrey straighten out her tangled bedsheets. She doesn’t look the least bit guilty, or sneaky, for that matter. When Doris returns from the washstand, Martha beckons her over, but Doris takes one look at me, and her face turns pink with worry. She is in tune with my feelings that one, and I feel guilty about making her fret.

I’m okay, I mouth, and try to smile.

Sister shuffles up and down the aisles, supervising, her walking cane clacking on the floorboards. On her third pass, she stops beside my bed. “Matilda, Sister Agatha wants to see you at breakfast in the meals hall this morning,” she says.

Needles prickle down both my arms and dread lurches into my stomach. She must have it. Sister Agatha has my letter.

“Now hurry along,” Sister continues. “Take a leaf from Gertie’s book and see if you can get your bed made properly today. And settle yourself – you’re as flighty as a flea.”
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The breakfast bell rings at half seven and the room empties. A tide of clattering boots descends the stairs. Annie and I walk solemnly hand in hand behind them. I can’t imagine what is going to happen once I get inside.

Sister Agatha is already standing behind her chair as we arrive. Annie is on kitchen duty this week, so she heads off with Penny and Charlotte to bring in the trays of thin gruel. I stand with Gertie and the others on the older girls’ table, so nervous, my arms quiver at my sides.

Sister leads us in grace, sits and begins eating.

I can barely manage a mouthful.

Once everyone is finished, and the bowls taken away, and just when I think that maybe all is okay, Sister Agatha stands and claps her hands for attention. “Matilda Moss, please come to the front.”

Boyo, here we go.

I am almost faint with fear, but somehow I manage to make my legs move and get me to the front of the meals hall.

“Matilda, you have had a week to reflect on your lies. A week to reflect on the fact that your father has not written you a single letter in well over a year. A week to recall what a lying rogue your father is. A week to think about what the consequences will be if you don’t change your stubborn ways. What do you have to say to your fellow orphans?”

I suck my lips together and hold them tight. I am slightly confused. I expected Sister to fume at me about disobeying her yet again and writing to my rotten no-good father.

“Matilda, what do you have to say?” Sister persists.

I hold Sister’s gaze and say, “I am not an orphan. And you can’t make me say what isn’t true.”


Facts of Brushwood by Matilda Moss


I am too weary – too miserable – to write about Brushwood any longer. This is a fact.

Annie says that I just need a rest and writing about Brushwood can wait. My notebook is not going anywhere and neither is she nor I.

I’m sorry, Papa.
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It’s the boot room for me. Not to be locked in this time, but to chip off layers of dirt and mud and goodness knows what else from all the smelly old boots lining the boot room shelves. Then I must rub a rag over them and shine them up until I can see my own reflection.

It is an impossible task. Especially without shoe polish. And a useless one, because when there are holes in the soles you can poke a fist through and splits in the leather to reveal wiggling stockinged toes, no amount of shining will make them wearable. But Sister Catherine says that the boots will feel much better for a shine. And so will I. That is something that only Sister Catherine would say.

All morning, the voices of the girls learning their lessons have drifted up the stairs. It taunts me, I tell you. Right now, they are spelling out words. Oh how I miss reading and copying and learning about the world. I miss that I’m not learning about the royals or doing a special royal project, like everyone else. I feel so alone. And I fear until I admit to being an orphan, Sister Agatha will always keep me separated – or worse.

But I will not betray Papa. Not ever. What does it matter is she has my letter? I will just have to write another. She will not win.

So I scrape off mud, and slosh the boots with soap and water and rub the rag across battered leather till my fingers are wrinkly like an old woman’s. I do my best to bring new life to boot after boot and, in my mind, I work hard at bringing Papa back to life also, to savour every memory of him.

Like how he smells of onions and tobacco. Like how he is small for a man, thin like a stick, but big-hearted and strong. Like how he has only one bushy eyebrow. The other eyebrow just a scar from when he was a lad and fell off his horse on his family farm far away in Queensland and landed face first in a tangle of barbed wire, lucky to have only lost an eyebrow rather than an eye.

Like how when he told me stories about Mama, his voice quavered, and he cleared the phlegm from his throat constantly. And then there were the times I heard him crying late at night, when he thought I was asleep. But it was after the fire that his sadness stuck fast to him, worn like a cloak weighing upon his shoulders and making him clench his fists at his sides. He’d try to hide it in his feeble smile and over-cheery voice, especially when we visited Mama’s grave and put his long letter to her under the big flat rock. But I knew.

A quick fury rises up in me at this memory.

My papa is a letter writer! He wrote letters to his dead wife, so you can’t tell me he wouldn’t write to me from the war! Sister Mary’s brother never wrote letters, but now she gets them all the time. This twists my guts into tight knots, and I take my anguish out on the shabby old boot on my lap, scrubbing so fiercely a part of the sole breaks off. I throw the boot at the wall. Stand up, jam my hands on my hips and start pacing.

I need Papa right now. I need him to come back to Australia – safe, alive – and come to get me, and take me and Annie far away from Brushwood and Sister Agatha.

The lunch bell sounds. I take another boot victim from the shelf and start rubbing with the polishing rag, and wait until everyone else has finished and Sister Catherine summons me down.

When I finally have had something to eat – two pieces of bread with a scraping of dripping, with the earthy aroma of potatoes and broth still lingering – Sister Catherine tells me that I have to scrub the blackened pots and pans piled beside the scullery sink, before returning to finish the boots.

“Will they feel better after a scrub too?” I whisper as she leaves me to it.

The kitchen smells of smoke and vegetable peelings. I fill the sink with boiling water from the pot on the range as Sister Mary walks in. When she spies me at the sink, she flees out of the kitchen and leaves me alone with the pots in the scullery. I slam a frying pan onto the bench.

I am starting to feel like a leper.

Just before Sister Catherine rings the three o’clock bell, she ushers me back upstairs. “The boots are calling you,” she says cheerily.

I linger on the stairwell, eager to glimpse the girls, even for just a minute. I am in no hurry to be alone with the boots again, whether they are calling me or not.

The bell rings, prayers are said and the door to the classroom opens. I take a few steps up, to stay out of sight, as Sister Catherine steps out of the belltower and calls out to Annie, Penny and Charlotte. I lean over the rail to try to catch Annie’s eye. I want to pull a funny face at her to make her laugh.

“You three are the lucky ones today,” Sister Catherine says. “Washing-up has all been done. Sister Mary won’t need you until half-four. Now, if that isn’t striking gold, I don’t know what is …”

I don’t wait to hear the rest. I take the stairs two at a time, soar up the steep flight to the attic, my lifted spirits making me fly.

Annie is free! She can try to catch Joshua Jones!

In the boot room, I push the crate up against the window, stand on tippy-toes and peer through those sturdy blue gums, with fingers crossed that Annie will find a way to get out the front and talk to her letter carrier.

And she doesn’t disappoint. Boyo, she is a treasure that girl! In minutes, I see her out the front beneath the gums, swinging a garden rake above her head.

When she gets near the gate, she turns her face up to the dirty round boot room window – and even though it is unlikely she can see me, she waves enthusiastically anyhow, as if she knows I am watching.

I only hope she hasn’t missed Joshua.

I wait anxiously: my eyes not moving from Annie, my ears trained on the closed door and landing behind it.

Annie rakes the entire front lawn until long afternoon shadows fill the yard. I am fretting that it is getting too cold and damp, when at last Joshua appears. He and Annie stand on opposite sides of the iron gate for what seems like hours, but is probably only minutes. There are some hand gestures, what appears to be laughing but also much intense conversation. I wish I knew what was being said. Finally, Joshua slips the mail into the letterbox and walks off.

As soon as he is out of sight, Annie turns around and thrusts both arms up into the air above her head and waves them wildly, while doing a little on-the-spot jig. I do my own little boot room jig, while simultaneously willing her to get inside out of the cold. She obeys, turning on her heel and disappearing from view.

I can’t possibly wait until after chapel to find out what he told her.

I jump off the crate and lurch to the door.

But the door opens before I get there and Sister Geraldine stands in the doorway, looking more than a little surprised.

“Whoa there, Matilda,” she says. “Where are you rushing off to? You’re like a runaway carriage!”

“Sorry, Sister,” I say. “I was … I was …” I grab a pair of dusty old black boots off the shelf beside me. “I’ve been daydreaming out the window and lost track of time, so I was in a hurry to get these boots done before Sister Catherine comes and sees I haven’t done enough.” I plonk down on the crate and start cracking off mud with my bare hands. I love Sister Geraldine, but right now she is literally standing between me and Annie and possibly important information about Papa.

“Slow down there, Matilda,” Sister says. “Your words are galloping! Now move over.”

I look up, startled, but shift along as Sister sits awkwardly beside me on the corner of the crate. She reaches into her tunic pocket and hands me a folded serviette. Inside is a chunk of bread, cut in two with a fat dollop of strawberry jam in the middle.

“Mrs McGregor brought three pots of jam when she visited the other week,” Sister explains. “A gift from Norton Hall. Thought it might give you a lift.”

The sweet-smelling goodness of the jam makes me swoon. Inmates never get jam. “Thank you, Sister,” I manage, staring at the bread in my hand.

“Go on, eat up,” she says. “You’re looking rather peaky. We’ve missed you, you know, in the schoolroom.”

I swallow down a large gooey mouthful, lick the jam from my lips and fingers and say truthfully, “I’ve missed school too. I worry that I’m falling behind.”

“Oh, don’t you fear about that – you are way ahead of everyone. You have a fine intellect, Matilda, and an inquiring mind. It’s a shame you’re missing out on our studies about British royal history and the royal visit though. I think you would find it interesting. When I suggested that you girls could do a special royal project, I thought you could have done a newspaper article – a practice piece for your future journalistic ambitions.”

Sister Geraldine knows me so well; that is exactly what I would have done. “Annie has been filling me in,” I say, and a calmness that I haven’t felt for weeks settles upon me. Sister Geraldine really is my Fountain of Calm. “And I have written about it in my notebook.”

“That’s good to hear. Well, I better get going. I don’t want to cause you any trouble with Sister Catherine. Oh, and I’ve left you a little surprise under your pillow.

She stands up with a groan. “Take care, child,” she says. “Try not to let stubbornness make your life more difficult than it already is.”

“I hate her, Sister.” The words come out unbidden. But I mean them nonetheless.

“Oh, Matilda, try not to hate. Hate is a poison. It is destructive. It blinkers you, makes you lose sight of what is true and good.” She leans down, lifts my chin with two fingers and looks at me with gentle eyes. “You have a big heart. And people blessed with a big heart have a choice to make. Do they fill that heart with light and love or do they fill it with darkness and hate? This is your choice to make, Matilda. Make it wisely.”

And with that she closes the door behind her and leaves me to the gloom of the boot room.

She’s a wise one, that nun, my mama’s voice says.

But I shut her down. I don’t want to hear it, because I have already made my choice. I hate Sister Agatha.
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Annie is at the doorway to our dormitory, bouncing up and down in her stockinged feet, with the biggest glowing smile on her face that I have ever seen. Boyo, that makes my swollen hands and aching back feel less swollen and achy.

She grabs me by the arm and whisks me to the narrow space between our beds. Excitement is making her wheeze and I urge her to slow down her breathing.

But before she can utter a single word, I find Doris clinging to my legs, whimpering, her grubby tear-stained face looking up at me with misery in her eyes.

“What is it, Doris?” I ask and try to prise her iron grip from my legs. She is a strong little mite for someone so skinny. “Come on, Doris, let go!” I say more harshly than intended.

Doris crumples to the floor in front of me, lies on her side and hugs her knees.

Annie and I stand on either side of her and watch as her little chest heaves. I raise my eyebrows at Annie in question. Annie shrugs.

I have every sympathy for Doris, I really do, but right now I just need to talk to Annie, and my impatience is making me cross.

I sit beside her. “Come on, stop that. Blubbing is not going to help you or little Molly. You have to be stronger than that. Look at me. I have been scrubbing and polishing all day long and do you see me blubbering?” It’s the best I can come up with, but it seems as though every word I say only makes Doris cry all the more.

“Get up, Doris. We don’t want Sister to see you like this, do we?” I grab her hand and nod to Annie to grab the other. We haul her to her feet. She is red-faced and miserable, but I don’t have time for this now. “Go and wash your face and have a drink of water, then we’ll play a game of knucklebones. Okay?”

She is glowering at me, breathing fiercely through her nose, and remaining stubbornly still.

“Go!” I shout, so loudly the dormitory quietens and dozens of faces turn to face me. Doris yelps and runs off.

“Quit staring!” I yell to the rest of the girls. It’s the first time I have ever yelled at any of them. There are moon eyes and gaping mouths, and I feel like a steaming pile of cow manure. Eventually everyone goes back to whatever they were doing and Annie and I are able to duck between our beds and put our heads close together to talk.

“Well?” I whisper to Annie.

“Well, what?” says Annie teasing, her eyes dancing, but only for a moment, because I can tell she is fair bursting to tell me. “Your papa has written at least twice,” she says. “Joshua noticed because it is unusual for letters to be addressed to someone who isn’t a nun. He said you got one the other week – the same time as Sister Mary did!”

I lean back against the wall.

“Is he sure? They were for me?”

“Yes. He confirmed it. Two letters that he can remember clearly – they were stamped all over the envelope in purple and addressed to Miss Matilda Moss, care of Brushwood Convent.”

“And one the same time as Sister Mary’s?” I can’t quite believe it.

“Yes. Joshua said he took note, because they looked like they came from the same place – the same stamp marks on the envelope.”

I knew it! Papa hasn’t abandoned me. He has been writing, only I haven’t been getting his letters. Has he been waiting for a reply from me? My heart skips a beat at the thought of Papa, so far away, fighting for the Empire, waiting desperately to hear from his only daughter. And I’ve let him down.

Why would Sister Agatha keep his letters from me? This proves she is lying and somehow it makes everything so much worse.

“I have to get those letters,” I say to Annie.

“Do you think Sister Agatha has them?”

“Well, you tell me – Sister Bernice gets the mail and delivers it to Sister Agatha’s desk. Who else would have them?”

“But would Sister keep them? If she doesn’t want you to have them, wouldn’t she just burn them?”

“Possibly. Or she might hide them. Save them for some nefarious purpose. I have to find them.” I catch Annie’s doubtful look and add, “I have to try. Try and hope – hope that she still has them. It’s the proof I need. Are you in? Will you help me find them?”

“In Sister’s office?”

I nod gravely.

Annie doesn’t hesitate. “Of course. But we’ll have to make a good plan – a Sister-Agatha-proof plan.”

“Agreed.”

We both stand, and as I do, I remember that Sister Geraldine said she hid something under my pillow. I reach under and pull out a small book with a eucalyptus green cover. I run my finger over the gold writing on the front: POEMS, Emily Dickinson, Second Series. Oh, Sister Geraldine, you are my angel!

I can’t wait to read it, but first I need to find Doris and make it up to her. I slip the book back under my pillow and head out.

At first she is nowhere to be seen. It is a mild night and the other littlies are huddled around Martha, who is perched on a wooden stool near the window and reading them a story from their Australian School Reader. Gertie and Olivia are sitting on the bench seat near Sister Bernice’s cell working on their royal bonnets, and Henrietta and Bernadette are playing some strange chasing game on the stairs.

I wander past the sisters’ cells and, at last, I find Doris hiding under the seat outside Sister Catherine’s cell.

I lie flat on my stomach on the cold tiles, my face turned to hers. “I’m sorry for shouting, Doris. Come inside and we’ll play a game – your choice.”

Doris pushes her lips into a pout and wipes her snotty nose on her sleeve.

“What’s up, sweetie?” I croon. “What’s made you so upset?”

“I’m wicked,” she says.

“Don’t be silly. There’s no one as sweet as you.”

“It’s true. Sister says so.”

“Sister? Which sister told you that?”

She clamps her lips shut and closes her eyes tight. “Go away!”

I grab hold of her elbows and drag her out. She is lighter than a cockatoo’s feather.

“Leave me. I’m wicked. You can’t trust me.”

My skin tingles all over. “Doris, sweetie, what have you done?” Though suddenly I think I have an idea, and a prickle shoots down my spine. “Why can’t I trust you?”

“I’m sorry. She said I had to. She didn’t say she’d punish you.”

I sit cross-legged, pull her onto my lap, hug her tight and whisper into her dirty hair, “Doris, was it you? Did you give Sister Agatha my letters to Papa?”

She sits up, blubbing and nodding and dripping snot onto the tiles. “Not the last one. I took that one last night when you went outside with Gertie before lights out and I threw it in the fire in the kitchen this morning. I didn’t want you to get into any more trouble. I didn’t want Sister to know about it.”

“Oh, Doris, but why? Why would you take my letters?”

“She made me!” she cries out. “She said if I helped her she would make sure Molly could come here and be with me. I had to tell her what you and Annie talk about. And she said if you ever wrote a letter, I was to bring it to her.”

My head pounds, trying to take in Doris’s confession and what it means. “But how did you even know where the last letter was hidden?” I ask finally.

“I saw Annie sew the patch and then I saw how you kept on putting your hand on your chest where the patch was and smiling to yourself. I’m sorry, Tilda. I’m a wicked girl.”

I hold her closer and rock her gently.

“You’re not, Doris. Sister is the wicked one.”

And she has just given me all the more reason to prove it so.
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It is a full eleven days before Annie and I are able to activate our plan.

Eleven days of gruelling chores, raw, cracked hands and aching limbs.

Eleven days of no schoolroom, no Sister Geraldine, no learning.

Eleven days of being stood out the front at breakfast and defying Sister’s demands to admit Papa abandoned me.

And eleven delicious days of being able to look Sister right in the eye and know that she is lying about Papa. Not that I ever believed her, but now I have proof – and I aim to get more. Today, I didn’t even bother to wait for Sister at breakfast. I just sauntered up to the front of the meals hall and announced for everyone to hear: “My papa has not abandoned me, and I am no orphan.” The shocked gasp that filled the room was well worth the scorn Sister will no doubt cast upon me later. I don’t care. I marched right out and got started on scrubbing the bathtubs.

Tonight’s your chance, my mama says to me now as I lie in bed, waiting. Remember that nun is the one who should be starved and punished. Not you.

Okay, so my mama probably didn’t say that last bit; that was me. But it’s how I feel. Sister Agatha is meant to be all good and holy but she is far from it. And once I have proven that, I will make sure I get a letter to Papa. He has to know. And I have to get Annie and me out of here – before it’s too late. But first I have to make Sister eat her words.

Right now, the dormitory is enveloped in darkness and the soft snores and the occasional snuffle or cough indicates that everyone is asleep at last. Annie and I lie in our beds, our eyes on each other.

We are ready. We are prepared. We are determined.

Tonight, as soon as it was lights out, I slipped into Doris’s bed and rocked her to sleep, then slid back out again. Since I discovered that Doris was the one stealing my letters, I have had to reassure her constantly. How dare Sister blackmail seven-year-old Doris and make her spy on me. Poor Doris didn’t want to rat on me. She couldn’t read what was in the letter or who it was to. She had no idea what it meant to me, and how much trouble it would cause.

I have told Doris countless times that I have forgiven her, and she seems to finally believe me and has even started going to sleep without whimpering. I watch her now and her breathing is deep and even, and I doubt she will even so much as turn over till the six-thirty bells clang.

I sit up slowly, careful not to make any sudden movements. My eyes shift from Gertie beside me, to Martha one bed over. Neither stirs. Annie sits up too, and I wonder if her heart is beating as madly as mine.

It is a wild night outside. Which means it is a noisy night. Which means tonight is the night. The perfect night. Every time the wind has sent a branch scraping across the roof, or the rain has lashed against the windowpanes, or the windows banged against their frames, I have felt buoyed – as if that little bird of hope was fluffing out its wings on my shoulder. No one will notice any noises we might make, and no one is likely to get out of bed on a night like this to investigate an unexpected rattle or crash.

Annie and I both swivel round at the same time, as if this is a practised drill. We place our bare feet onto the cold floorboards and share a nervous smile. Noiselessly, we throw our blankets over our shoulders – inmates of Brushwood don’t have shawls or capes! – and glide down the aisle, as silent as shadows. Annie turns the knob of the dormitory door and eases it open. It gives a small squeak. I watch over the sleeping bodies – no movement – all is well. We sneak through the slender opening and close the door behind us.

The wind moans down the verandah corridor and whips our nightdresses almost over our heads. It takes all my strength not to squeal as I tug it down and hold the hem tight against my knees.

“Annie, maybe you shouldn’t come,” I say. “It’s so cold … your cough …”

Annie struggles her nightdress down and wraps the blanket around her tightly. “Don’t even think about it. You are not going anywhere without me.”

The wind grabs our nightdresses again and this time it takes all our energy not to burst out laughing as we wrestle them down again.

But this is no laughing business. This is dangerous business. Even more so for Annie.

“Come on!” Annie hisses and fixes me with her thin-lipped stubborn look. “Let’s get this done.”

I surrender.

Sister Bernice’s cell is right next-door. Her door is closed, as are all the doors to the sisters’ cells. In all my time at Brushwood, I can only remember Sister Bernice coming into the dormitory at night once. That was when Charlotte and Penny were vomiting everywhere and it took Martha banging on her door for her to respond. There are advantages to having an almost blind, ancient nun in charge of the dormitory.

We tiptoe confidently past her door, down the corridor past all those closed doors and then head down the stairs at the far end. They are the closest to Sister Agatha’s office – and also the darkest.

There is wild energy in the air and it is making me feel wild too. I am not even the tiniest bit afraid. I can’t wait to get inside Sister’s office and find my letters from Papa.

We scamper past the chapel and lean into Sister’s heavy door, almost giggling. I turn the knob and push the door open. We creep inside, close it behind us and then lean our backs against the wooden panels. An excited thrill shoots through me and I feel like dancing around the room.

Annie jumps into action, pulling across the heavy drapes on the windows on each side. She has a skip in her step too; she is as excited as me. I tug the gaslight chain and the room is bathed in a golden glow. It is a risk, but we need to see and we couldn’t get our hands on any candles or lamps.

I head straight for Sister’s desk drawers. If I were hiding letters, that’s where I would hide them. The top drawer holds inkbottles and fountain pens and nibs, blotting papers, a fine-looking letter opener and a large pair of scissors. The next two hold a bible, prayer and hymnbooks, accounting books and ledgers.

The fourth drawer is locked.

I raise my eyebrows at Annie and nod. This is the one, without doubt.

Annie starts looking for the key. I pull out the letter opener, kneel in front of the drawer, insert the sharp blade into the lock and wiggle it. It won’t budge. I reach for the scissors.

The scissor blade seems too thick for the lock, but I decide to try anyhow. I am just about to jam the scissors in, when Annie taps me on the shoulder and holds a brass key in front of my face.

Where? I mouth.

Annie points to the plant on a wooden plinth beside the window. Too easy!

I unlock the drawer with trembling fingers, eager to get my hands on those letters.

But as I open the drawer, I slump onto my backside with disappointment. The drawer holds a diary, a cash box and a small purse. No letters. I pick up the diary and flick through. Sister’s flowery hand is scrawled across the pages in black ink. I am sorely tempted to sit and read it from cover to cover.

Stick to your mission, Mama’s sensible voice in my head says, and I plop the book back into the drawer. But as I do, something slides partially out.

A photograph.

Annie leans over my shoulder and the two of us peer at the image of a family – Sister’s family no doubt – dressed in their finery in a fancy drawing room, with patterned wallpaper and house plants all around and a large crucifix mounted on the wall. The mother is beautiful and sits on a plump armchair with a young girl on her lap. The bushy-bearded father stands behind her, hands stiffly by his sides and two other girls in their Sunday best stand in front of him. The eldest is about fourteen and is undoubtedly Sister. Annie elbows me and points to the filing cabinets, but I can’t take my eyes off the photograph. It’s holding me in its spell. It’s so strange to think of Sister as a young girl, a member of a loving, well-to-do family. Did she know then that she was going to be a nun? Or did she hope to have a husband and family one day too? What turned this pretty girl into the stern and cruel woman intent on making my life a misery?

Annie gives me another shove. Come on! she mouths, and snaps me out of my strange wonderings.

I put the photograph back into the diary, close and lock the drawer and hand the key back to Annie. Annie returns the key to its hiding spot and I turn my attention to finding the filing drawer with my file inside. Sister is nothing if not organised and methodical, which is helpful and I locate the drawer labelled La–Pu. Once inside, it takes me seconds to find my file:

Matilda Louisa Moss

D.O.B.: 25/3/1889

Admission: 7/2/1900

Discharge:

I pull it out and lay it on Sister’s desk. Inside are two reports from Sister Geraldine, a behaviour report from Sister Agatha, which has a rather long list of my many misdeeds and general unpleasantness, a medical report for when I had a fever, and wads of official-looking paperwork. I glance at my admissions paperwork, recalling that day all those months ago when Papa and I had sat in this very office and Sister had interrogated us. Sister didn’t like me even then. The moment she saw me, her face paled, as if I were a ghostly apparition, and then it twisted as if my mere appearance was objectionable to her. The memory brings a sour taste to my mouth. I had forgotten much of that day. How my dress suddenly felt tight around my neck and my cheeks burned, especially when Papa had to stretch the truth about my Catholic upbringing, and how questioning Sister was about everything, especially Mama’s death. That was so difficult for Papa to speak about it in such detail. It was as if Sister didn’t believe him. Then as soon as I said a teary goodbye to Papa, Sister demanded I hand over Mama’s necklace, and that was the moment I knew I was in trouble.

The necklace! Sister must still have it somewhere, surely.

I tip the contents of the folder onto the desk and rifle through it – and there it is. Mama’s gold cross and chain pinned to the back of some papers tied together with string. I am almost dizzy at the sight of it. Light glimmers off it as I twirl it round.

Should I take it? It is mine, after all.

I am mulling this over when my eyes fall on a letter that has fallen loose from my admission paperwork. My eyes track immediately to the end. It is signed by Daniel Joseph Moss. Papa! My heart lurches as I start to read.


February 7th, 1900

To whom it may concern,

As a widower of little means, it has become abundantly clear that I am incapable of properly raising my daughter, Matilda Louisa Moss, and hereby relinquish all custody to the good sisters of Brushwood Convent and Orphanage for Girls.

Yours sincerely,

Mister Daniel Joseph Moss



And my world crashes down around me.
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I wail. It comes from deep within and bursts out of me and into the night.

Annie shushes me and hugs me and begs me to be quiet.

“What is it? What’s wrong?” she asks over and over, and clamps her hand over my mouth to make me stop. I push it away and she prises the letter out of my grip. She gasps when she reads it, drops it to the floor and clamps her hand over her own mouth, as my wails echo around the room.

“It has to be a mistake. Stop, Tilda,” she pleads. “Please, stop.”

I don’t stop. I don’t even stop when the door flings open and Sister Agatha in nightdress, cap and shawl and carrying a kerosene lamp comes rushing in.

“What is going on in here?” she demands.

I wiggle free from Annie’s hold and curl into myself on the floor. “No!” I yell and cry and yell some more. “It’s a lie!”

Sister Geraldine follows and Sister Catherine too.

“It’s all right, sisters,” says Sister Agatha. “You can go back to bed. I will take care of this.” The sisters back out and Sister Agatha turns to me. “Do you believe me now?” she asks.

I shake my head slowly from side to side.

“It’s there – right in front of you.” She picks up the letter and flicks it sharply with her finger. “Your father signed that the day he left you here. He is not coming back for you, Matilda. He never was. You belong to the convent.”

I wipe my nose with my arm. “It’s not true. He is coming back. He wrote me letters. You’ve stolen them.”

“Letters? What letters? I have not stolen any letters from your father, because he hasn’t written any. He doesn’t want you. He has left you forever.”

“The letter carrier, Sister,” pipes up Annie, who I realise is on the floor beside me, her arm draped protectively over my back. “The letter carrier told me.”

“Oh, that weaselly young man you fraternise with over the front gate? Don’t look so shocked, Annie Smith, there are few things that escape my notice. What did this letter carrier say exactly?”

“He said that Tilda had at least two letters come here in the last couple of months.”

“Is that so? And how did he come to tell you this?”

I sit up now. I don’t want Annie to get into any more trouble. “I asked her to ask him,” I say.

“And what exactly did you ask, Annie? Tell me the exact words.”

“I asked if he ever had any letters addressed to Miss Matilda Moss.”

“And he said yes, did he?”

Annie nods.

“Oh, you young fool! Of course he did. He was trying to impress you, Annie. Telling you what you wanted to hear.” Sister Agatha sets the lamp down on her desk and sighs.

“But he said I got one the same time as Sister Mary and that it looked the same,” I try.

“And did he offer this information freely, Annie, or did you ask him directly?”

Annie’s chin drops. She hesitates. “I asked him directly, Sister,” Annie says finally. “I asked him if Matilda’s letters looked like Sister Mary’s and he said yes. Sorry, Tilda! I didn’t think.”

I can’t believe what I’m hearing. It can’t be true. Tell me, Mama, I beg the voice in my head. Tell me that it’s not true.

But Mama is silent.

“Why … why didn’t you show me … that letter Papa signed?” I ask, the words jerky like a bumpy road. “Why didn’t you just show me?”

“It is official, confidential paperwork. I had no obligation to show you anything. I knew the truth and you needed to accept that yourself. To open your stubborn, wilful mind and see what was so blatantly obvious. A loving father leaving a child at an orphanage while he goes off to war! Preposterous.” Sister glares at the pair of us, then she sighs with galling smugness, and says, “Tell me this, Matilda Moss, if you were so certain about your papa not abandoning you, then why did you need to break into my office to look for proof?”

I don’t have an answer.

“I can tell you why – because you had doubts and those doubts were growing. Because deep down you have always known the truth.”

Sister Agatha opens her door wide. “To the boot room, the pair of you. I don’t want to see your delinquent faces until breakfast. Be gone!”

Annie drags me up to my feet, holds me under my armpit as I lean into her and we limp out of Sister’s office.

I can barely walk.


[image: ]

The wind has become a gale. Twigs and leaves pelt the round window of the boot room, like angry beaks. It is freezing up here. We stupidly left our blankets on the floor of Sister’s office, so we had to make a bed of sorts out of the thin hand-me-down pinnies and petticoats that sat on the shelves. I pull the petticoat I am using as a blanket around my shoulders and ease myself away from Annie. I don’t want to disturb her. This is her first time in the boot room and this is no place for her to spend the night. She shivers beside me; her breath is shallow and her chest noisy. I grab another threadbare pinnie and petticoat and tuck them around her. It is a useless exercise, but I must try nonetheless.

I push myself to my feet, climb up onto the wooden crate at the window. It is wild outside. The wind so fierce, the blue gums’ branches bend sideways. But they hang tight, remain strong. If only I could be as strong.

But I am not. I am broken.

Mama was wrong. I am a twig. A twig that Sister has snapped in two.

Actually, that’s not right. Papa is the one who has broken me. He played me for a fool. Made me hope and dream about a better life, the two of us, together.

Temporary pain, Tilda love, he said, raising his one bushy eyebrow and regarding me so seriously. Temporary pain for brighter days ahead. Oh, how he filled my head with stories – painted such a vivid picture of a life full of colour and joy and togetherness, of flower boxes and full stomachs and shiny new boots. He said he’d get a job easily – because who wouldn’t want to employ a returned soldier? I could even go back to my old school if I wanted. Anything to make me think that it was all going to work out just fine. That even though we’d be separated for a bit, it was only temporary.

Temporary pain, for brighter days.

All lies.

Brighter days for him, no doubt. Not burdened by a troublesome child, unworthy of a man like him.

How could he let me snuggle into his shoulder on our tatty old lounge, his beard scratchy against my forehead, and tell me so many lies? Give me away like an unwanted gift? It hurts to think he’d rather go to fight in a war thousands of miles away in a foreign country than stay here and look after his own daughter. Did he even enlist? Was that a lie too?

These questions batter me. They bruise me. They torment me.

I stare out into the gloomy darkness, speckled with the twinkle of street lamps in the distance. There is a sudden crack and an enormous branch thumps to the ground below.

It feels like an omen.

And to think, it was only a few weeks ago that I stood at this same window on tippy toes, gazing out at the silvery sea, imagining Papa sailing back in, sailing home, to me.

Boyo, what a fool I’ve been!

Mama speak to me! Please! Answer my questions. Tell me it’s not true.

But Mama’s still not talking. I hear nothing, except the clatter of the window, the yowl of the wind, the scratching and scrabbling of rats in the rafters above.

And the constant gurgle and hiss in Annie’s chest. Which is the most distressing sound of all.

I step down from the crate and drape yet another pinnie over the sleeping Annie. With us wearing only our nightdresses, and having the cold floorboards as a mattress, the threadbare clothes are not enough to keep the chill from our bones.

I curl up next to Annie to keep the draughts off her as much as I can. Her chest can’t take cold like this. And it’s my fault. My foolishness. My stubbornness. My blindness. They have all led to Annie being stuck up here, freezing and wheezing and possibly becoming seriously ill.

There’s a sudden split and crack outside as another branch thumps to the ground and frigid air blasts through the floorboards, sending something scurrying over my bare legs.

A rat!

In the dim light I watch it stop, turn and glare at me, daring me to chase it away. I don’t have the strength. I can only poke my tongue out at it. It saunters closer, until we are almost eye-to-eye. It’s not afraid. Even the rat knows I’m worthless.

I stare at it, sadness borrowing deep within me. It stares back, not the tiniest bit perturbed. Then Annie starts coughing and it scurries off.

Annie sits up. She coughs and coughs and coughs, deep hacking coughs. I pull down more hand-me-downs and tuck them in around her.

“I’m sorry, Annie,” I whisper.

“Not … your … fault,” she splutters, between coughs.

I can’t stand it a moment longer. She can’t stay here. It’s too cruel. Too dangerous. Besides, I am the one who should be punished, not Annie.

I throw off the hand-me-downs and start banging on the boot room door.

“Let us out!” I yell. “Annie is sick! It is too cold in here for her!”

I bang and yell and bang some more.

But no one comes.

And Annie falls back into an exhausted, restless sleep.

The rain pounds the roof, the heaviest downpour so far, the clouds sobbing with me. A great blast of wind flings a wall of water against the foggy windowpane. I sit miserably on the floor, my bare legs and feet sticking out in front of me, their bareness a rebellion. The only fight I have left.

I don’t sleep a wink.

I don’t deserve it.
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After the breakfast bell, Sister Catherine brings us our clothes, instructs us to dress without delay and then escorts us to the meals hall.

Annie and I link arms as we walk down the stairs. Annie’s face is as pale as a winter moon and her chest rattles with each breath. I am awash with worry. I plead with Sister Catherine to take her to the infirmary, but she only nods and smiles and hurries us along. I don’t know how I can ever make it up to Annie.

In the meals hall, everyone is waiting, the bowls of gruel already on the table, the room muggy, the windows foggy from the night’s downpour.

I hang my head with shame as I take my place beside Gertie. She reaches for my hand and gives it a squeeze under the table. What does she know? I wonder. Did Sister Bernice tell everyone where Annie and I spent the night? Or were we just missing from our beds when the half-six bells rang? I look across to the littlies table, seeking out Doris. Her eyes are like saucers, her face full of fear.

Sister Agatha walks in, her arms tucked under her apron. I hope she has a pet viper under there that has decided it’s hungry.

Sister takes her place at the head table and leads us in grace.

But as she thanks the Lord for our woeful bowl of sludge, I notice something amiss.

Sister Mary’s chair is empty.

Sister Agatha sits and we all sit too.

“Before we start our breakfast,” Sister Agatha says. “I have an announcement. As you no doubt realised the bells have been rather late this morning. We had some important matters to attend to and much to organise.” An uneasy feeling settles in my stomach. I look to Annie, who shrugs and shakes her head, looking bewildered as well as sickly. Surely, it can’t have anything to do with Annie and me? “Sister Mary is taking special leave for a few days,” Sister continues. “Sister Catherine and Sister Geraldine are going to take over the kitchen duties in her absence, and we expect your patience and help as well. Sister Catherine will be assigning two more girls to kitchen duty. That is all.”

Special leave? I have never heard of such a thing. I can’t remember a single day when one of the nuns took leave. They are always here. Where has she gone? The other sisters seem pale-faced and sombre. Sister Catherine is scarily subdued and Sister Geraldine’s spoon trembles as she brings it to her mouth. What has happened?

The thin grey gruel is more tasteless than usual and I have no appetite. I take a few mouthfuls and I’m done. I push my spoon around the bowl, in the pretence of eating. I look to Annie and notice that she isn’t eating either and I can almost feel the soft rattle of her chest.

Once everyone is finished, Sister Agatha stands and fixes me with her hawkish eyes. “Matilda? Do you have something to say?”

I have been expecting this.

“Yes, Sister,” I reply and move to the front of the room, my eyes downcast.

I take a moment to settle myself; blood is thumping my skull and beads of sweat line my upper lip, despite the wintry air.

“Matilda?” Sister prompts.

I draw in a long breath, swallow hard. But I can’t manage to raise my chin and lift my head to look at my fellow inmates. Instead, I speak to my too-tight boots. “My papa is not coming back for me,” I say quickly, as if said in haste it may not be true.

But it is true. I have seen the letter. I have seen his signature.

I lift my head. The room vibrates with anticipation. “I am an orphan of Brushwood,” I say.

At first, everyone is shocked into silence, then the room erupts.

“Silence,” orders Sister. “I am very pleased that you have finally come to your senses, Matilda.” She turns from me and smiles out across the meals hall. “I have another announcement to make. Matilda will be leaving us today.”
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It feels as though all that stuffy muggy air is sucked right out of the meals hall with one collective gasp. Some girls stand, hands over their mouths, eyes bulging. Others sit with their arms drawn up to their heads.

Sister Catherine bundles me out.

I am beyond confused. Where am I going? Why am I leaving? I just said what Sister Agatha wanted me to say and now I’m leaving? She’s throwing me out?

I don’t get to say goodbye to anyone. Not Annie, not Doris, not Sister Geraldine, not a soul. Their shocked faces whirl past me as I am dragged from the meals hall, down the back steps and into a waiting cart in the courtyard. I am so stunned, I don’t protest. I just let Sister Catherine take me.

“Hurry on, child,” she says. “It is for the best, for the best. The best for everyone. Old Jock here will look after you. He’s passing right by Norton Hall on his way to the orchards, so it seems God is smiling and bringing us good fortune. This is His will.”

She pushes me up into the seat beside a sun-withered man atop the cart, and hands me a musty old shawl. “Here take this to keep the wind from you on the journey. There’s a carpetbag with your belongings in the box in the cart. Mr Norton is a generous benefactor to Brushwood. I am sure you will benefit from your time with him. God bless, child.”

She nods to Old Jock, who tips his bushman hat to her, flicks the reins and we are off.

My mind is a tornado. I can’t leave – I can’t leave Annie.

“Norton Hall, eh?” says Old Jock, his voice deep and gravelly. He sucks on the pipe hanging from his bottom lip, adjusts his hat and turns to me and smiles – a warm and welcoming smile that is mostly gum and very much lacking in teeth. “That’s a fancy place ya heading for. In service, I suppose.”

I don’t reply. I just hold onto the sides of the seat and stare ahead. Fear shooting down both my arms. Where am I going? Why am I going? Sister can’t send me away like this! I’m not old enough for service. I need to stay – to look after Annie. To wait for Papa …

This thought steals the breath from my lungs.

I have no papa to wait for.

Old Jock manoeuvres the cart past the blue gums, carefully navigating around the countless branches that litter the ground. Even the blue gums weren’t strong enough for last night’s storm – and neither was I. Jock steers through the iron gates, turns onto the street and urges the horse on. “Come on, Misty.” Old Jock taps the bony horse’s spotty grey rump with his stick. “Never in a hurry this one,” he says to me. “Come on, getta move on. We’ve a long journey ahead. And I’d like to get there today, if that’s at all possible.”

The horse lumbers down the road. I am aware of a bicycle passing in the opposite direction and a fancy buggy, with two gentlemen in top hats and three-piece suits. The dirt has turned to mud in the overnight storm and twigs and leaves lie about everywhere.

“How long ya been at Brushwood?” Old Jock asks, as he guides the cart east towards the Adelaide Hills. I sit rigidly, choking back tears, making it impossible to speak without blubbing.

Frankly, I don’t have anything to say anyway. I pull the musty knitted shawl around my shoulders to guard against the wintry air and remain silent.

“Crikey, you’re a quiet one, ain’t ya?” Old Jock says kindly. “Cat got your tongue?”

When I don’t answer, Old Jock gives up and resorts to talking to Misty and sucking on his pipe.

But each puff of smoke that wafts my way only reminds me of Papa.

You must erase Papa from your memory, I tell myself. Just like he has erased you.

But of course that is much easier to think than to do and, as Misty and Old Jock take me further from Brushwood and Adelaide and the only life I have known, memories of Papa bombard me.

I turn each memory around and around in my head, trying to work out what I have missed. How could I have been so easily tricked?

Has Papa always been a liar? I wonder. Has he ever told me the truth? Were his stories about Mama just stories, just make-believe? Perhaps Aunty Hannah and Uncle Joseph were right when they blamed him for the fire. Did Papa lie about what happened that night too? Perhaps it was Papa’s fault. Perhaps Papa isn’t the man I thought he was.

I always believed we were a team. And a team sticks together through thick and thin. I know things were hard for Papa. I know he had no money. But why did he have to lie and say he was coming back, when clearly he never was?

When the answer comes to me, it fair winds me.

My papa is not just a liar. He is a coward too. And cruel, like Sister Agatha.

He has left me – his only daughter – alone in the world.

An orphan.

“Hold tight there,” Old Jock says and breaks me out of my thoughts to discover that we are making our way up a narrow winding road through thick bush.

A glossy black raven kar-kars from a dead branch hanging dangerously above the road. With a single flap of its wings, it soars into the vast blue and sends a shiver jolting through me. We are already in the hills.

Dust whirls up from the cart’s wheels. I grip the side bar and turn around to see Adelaide stretched out behind me. I try to work out where Brushwood is, thinking about Annie, guilt stirring. Will I ever see her again? I ache at the thought.

Then I squint into the far distance to where the little one-room flat I shared with Papa in the West End might be. It is at this moment that I realise that it is impossible to think about that life any more.

I use the shawl to dry my eyes and cheeks, and turn around to face ahead.
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The sun is high in a sharp blue sky when Old Jock pulls the cart up outside Norton Hall. It’s the most beautiful building I have ever laid eyes upon. It is certainly not the grand imposing mansion the name Norton Hall had conjured up in my mind. It is sprawling rather than statuesque, a long and low single storey bluestone and brick building that is slung across the top of a hill, like a long lazy yawn. There are pretty bay windows with green shutters, a wide verandah framed with lacy wrought iron and six tall chimneys poking out of a slate roof and into the vast sky above. Manicured gardens and a lush lawn surround it.

A lump forms in my throat.

This is not a place for the likes of me.

“There you go. Not bad digs, lass,” Old Jock says, as he gathers up Misty’s reins and jumps down from the cart.

I stay rooted to my seat.

The front door opens and a woman steps out onto the verandah. She is tall and thin and dressed impeccably in black, with white lace collar and cuffs, and a white apron and cap. She stops at the top step, her hands clasped loosely in front of her. She looks vaguely familiar.

“We weren’t expecting you this week, Jock,” she says, her brow furrowed.

“I wasn’t expecting to be here either, Mrs McGregor,” Old Jock replies, hat twirling in his hands. “I’m on my way to Ashton Orchards for a pick up. But I have a special delivery for you from Brushwood Convent.”

Jock scurries around to my side of the cart and offers his hand to help me down. I tuck both hands under my backside.

“Come on, young’un,” he whispers. “The master is a reasonable man. And believe me there are far worse places to be exiled to.”

Exiled?

He’s right. That’s exactly what is happening. Sister Agatha has exiled me. She bullied me, enslaved me, forced me to admit I’d been abandoned and then she abandoned me too. Sent me packing to the bush. She must be mighty relieved to have me gone.

I look up at the magnificent house and the impeccable Mrs McGregor. The beauty and grace of this place is overwhelming. I don’t belong here.

“Come on, Matilda. You don’t want to get off on the wrong foot now.” Old Jock looks up at me with pleading eyes. “Are you coming down or am I carrying you off?”

I drag the shawl tight around my chest, wiggle past Jock and jump down.

“That’s the girl,” he says softly. “Now mind your manners and try to actually speak, will you?”

I follow Old Jock across the dirt driveway, my boots pinching my toes as I drag them through the dust – seems as though the storm didn’t make it up here in the hills.

Mrs McGregor folds her arms across her chest. “What is going on, Jock? This is highly unusual.”

Jock pulls an envelope from his coat pocket. “I suspect this letter for Mr Norton explains things. It’s from the head nun –Sister Agatha.”

“Sister Agatha? I visited her only a few weeks ago.” Mrs McGregor takes the envelope. She glances at it and shakes her head. “Wait here,” she says and disappears inside.

Old Jock heads back to the cart and pulls out a shabby old brown carpetbag from the box in the back. He plonks it beside me. Dust billows out from it.

We stand and wait.

Eventually, Mrs McGregor reappears. “Come on then,” she says and waves me inside. “See you next week, Jock. And just potatoes and pumpkins, no surprises please,” she adds.

“You can count on it, Mrs McGregor. Good luck, Matilda. Don’t talk Mrs McGregor’s ears off now.”

I almost smile.

Mrs McGregor goes inside.

I follow.

Inside smells of polish and timber and wood fire warmth. I place my bag and shawl carefully beside the imposing hall sideboard below an enormous mirror, as instructed by Mrs McGregor, and gaze around at the pale yellow striped wallpaper, the house plants, the polished floorboards, the enormous chandelier and the absence of Jesus staring down at me from any of the walls.

Mrs McGregor leads me down a long hallway, her heels clomping in a very Sister Agatha way – but I’ll try not to hold that against her – it’s difficult not to clomp on hard floors in echoey hallways. We pass several closed doors on either side, until finally she stops and turns, grey wisps of hair escaping from her cap like tiny swaying tentacles. “Mr Norton is waiting for you. Remember your manners. In you go.”

She opens the door and a blast of over-hot air hits me fair in the face. It feels as though I am stepping into a furnace, or perhaps I’m at the gates of hell. Who knows?

“Hurry on, hurry on,” says a crackly voice from inside. “And close that door – you’re letting the heat out.”

Sweat is already lining my brow as I enter the drawing room. It is one of the rooms with the bay windows, from which sunshine beams across a rich red rug and over the plump sofas and onto a wall that is covered ceiling to floor with books. A fire crackles in the hearth. Oh, how Annie would love this warmth.

“I’d get up to greet you, but it only makes me groan and I fear that would get us off to a poor start. Come a bit closer so I can get a proper look at you.”

I step cautiously towards the man seated in an armchair in a corner near the bay window, a rug over his knees and walking cane by his side, white hair shining in the sunshine and wire-rimmed spectacles twinkling.

“So, you’re Matilda Moss?” he says.

“Yes, sir,” I say, my eyes downcast.

“Look up when you speak, dear. This is indeed an interesting turn of events.” He holds up the letter awkwardly in hands that are so twisted and knotted with arthritis they look more like claws – the talons of a wedge-tailed eagle, no less. “Sister Agatha speaks very highly of you, you know?” he continues, and my eyes widen with surprise.

“She says that although you are only twelve, you are quite the clever one and a superb writer. She is a thoughtful nun, indeed. Mrs McGregor only mentioned last month when she visited the convent that I was unable to continue my correspondence with my wretched arthritis, and what does Sister do?” He pauses as if waiting for a reply. I stare at him, mute. “She sends me you. To be my scribe. What an amazing woman.”

His scribe? I’m here to be his scribe? My mind swirls. I have been sent away for service.

“You can speak, can’t you?”

“Yes, sir,” I say, remembering to lift my head.

“Good. Anything other than yes or no in your vocabulary?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Such as?”

I open and close my mouth several times. I can’t think of a single thing to say. “Such as … I am happy to assist you as your scribe,” I finally manage, fearful that Mr Norton will think I am nothing more than a guppy.

“Well said.” He rings a small bell on the table beside him and Mrs McGregor appears almost instantly.

“Find a room for Miss Matilda, please, Mrs McGregor. Give her a good feed and get her some fresh clothes and perhaps a bath too. A long one,” he adds.

And with that I am bundled out of the room and into my new life.
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I will not cry. I will not.

This is what I keep telling myself as I sit in my fresh new (new for me, anyhow) nightdress, on the edge of my stiff mattress, my skin tingling having been scrubbed within an inch of its life, my hair brushed, tamed and braided.

I have my own room. A room just for me within the female servants’ quarters – a square timber and iron building tucked into a bushy corner a few yards behind Norton Hall and right beside the cookhouse. It is a small room, and quite bare, much like the sisters’ cells. And it is for me alone. This should feel like a luxury after Brushwood, like something to be celebrated, but it is only serving to make me feel lonely. And so far away from Annie.

In the dim yellow lamplight, I take in the painted wooden ceiling, cobwebs in the corners, the tiny window with its thin curtain gently swaying in the cold whisper of a breeze and the small robe where two black maid’s dresses hang – Mrs McGregor declaring my clothes nothing but filthy rags and tossing them into the fire. She had one of the maids adjust the hem, so I don’t trip over and made it abundantly clear that I shouldn’t expect even a penny from Mr Norton for quite some time as Brushwood would get most of my wage and I would have to pay for my clothes and board out of what’s left. A shiver shunts through me. I jerk down the window and shut off the breeze and the shadowy bush that looms close by.

My whole life I have always been surrounded by people and buildings. Living in the West End with Papa, there were always people milling about, and in our tiny lodgings, we slept only a few feet apart, the night filled with Papa snoring like a steam train, so terribly noisy, I sometimes had to throw a pillow at him. And then of course at Brushwood, the only place you could be alone was on the WC – or in your thoughts. So how am I expected to sleep here – all by myself? The idea brings terror to my heart.

I lift the curtain and peer out again. No moon or stars, just a thick cover of cloud and an ominous quiet. The cookhouse and main house are in darkness, and there isn’t even a peep coming from any of the other servants’ rooms – the cook, Mrs McGregor, and two servant girls, Beth and Judith, are the only other souls in the building, and it appears they are well asleep, or silent at least, my lamp the only one still lit.

The acrid smell of kerosene fills the room, and the flickering flame makes the eerie shadows sway on the walls, but I dare not turn the lamp off for fear of my loneliness swallowing me whole. Instead, I turn my attention to the carpetbag on the bed beside me, worn thin and with holes in each corner and now empty, save for four small items. My notebook: the pages I’d pored over, written on so carefully to spare the precious paper that I will now never share with Papa. It was just another deception, another ruse to make me think he was coming back to me. I vow never to write in it again. I fling it under the bed and turn my attention to the other items: Poems by Emily Dickinson, a new notebook and a pencil. All gifted to me by Sister Geraldine. I don’t deserve her kindness. Truly, I don’t want it. How can I leave behind my other life if reminders constantly follow me?

I fumble with the folded note that I found inside the book and read it again.


Dear Matilda,

Here are your belongings. I made sure that your precious notebook took the journey with you and I also slipped in a fresh new book and pencil so you may start a new volume capturing your life at Norton Hall. Please accept the volume of poems by Emily Dickinson as my gift and a reminder that there is always hope.

You will be a wonderful scribe, Matilda, providing much needed help for Mr Norton. Being of service to others who are in need is the highest of callings. Be proud to use your talent in this way.

God bless.

Regards,

Sister Geraldine



Hope? Boyo, I am sorry, Sister Geraldine, I have given up on hope. There is no hope for the likes of me – the daughter of a lying good-for-nothing rogue, who has filled her heart with hate, despite your best advice and caring hand.

I pick up the new notebook and open to the first page and, without even realising that I have made the decision, I write

Dear Diary …

This can never be a book about the facts of Norton Hall. I have lost the desire to collect facts. Facts are simply a reminder of my past life. So instead, I write.


Dear Diary,

I am an orphan, alone in the world. And I’m afraid.

Tilda



Tilda … I am Tilda to no one here. Tilda, like my recording of facts, belongs to the past, to the girl who once believed she had a loving papa. I cross it out and replace it with “Matilda”, close the book, place it carefully under my pillow, turn off the lamp and wriggle beneath my covers. Lying on my back, I watch shadowy fingers creep across the ceiling.
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A small desk and chair has been set up for me beside Mr Norton’s armchair.

“Ah, Matilda. There you are. Don’t dilly-dally. Come, take a seat. We have much to get through.”

“Yes, sir,” I reply and settle into the chair behind the desk, noting the fine writing paper, ink bottles and fountain pen all set out neatly. I adjust the close-fitting collar scratching my neck and then rest my hands in my lap, awaiting my instructions and wondering how long it will be before this tight new dress will be dripping with sweat. The room feels even hotter than it was yesterday, if that is possible.

“I have compiled a list. Once I got used to the idea of you arriving so suddenly, I realised how much I actually need you. Sister Agatha is most astute and compassionate. I have a devastatingly long backlog. I hope you are up to it.”

“Yes, sir.”

Mr Norton glares at me over the wire of his spectacles. “I suppose I should be grateful that you’re not a young chatterbox, but I do hope you are able to scribe.” He casts his eyes down at an ink-stained page in his lap covered in a messy scrawl. His list? I take in his twisted claw hands and can almost feel the pain he must have endured to create that list. I decide to do my best for him – to be of service, like Sister Geraldine said. “We’ll start with a few business letters. My youngest son, Joshua, looks after the orchard and farm these days, but I try to help out with the paperwork – or at least I did. Now let’s start with this. Mr Richard Vaughan, Manager, East End Markets, East Terrace, Adelaide. Dear Sir …” He pauses and turns his head to one side. “Let me know if I am going too fast for you. It is important that you don’t miss a word …”

And so it begins. Mr Norton dictates and I write until my arm is aching and my fingers stiff. I pen letters to several providores, to The Fruit Growers Association, to The Bank of England and to the South Australian Governor and one of course to Sister Agatha, thanking her profusely and vowing to donate generously to the building fund, which heartens me some, because if the final wing is built, there is the possibility that Doris and Molly may indeed be reunited.

Mrs McGregor brings in a tray of tea and scones with jam and cream for Mr Norton and ushers me out to the cookhouse. Cook hands me a cup of milky tea and a hard biscuit and I join Beth and Judith at the table. They are a couple of years older than me, and are friendly and welcoming, but I don’t have it in me to engage with them, despite their best efforts to jolly me. Truth is, I don’t want to make friends with anyone. I miss Annie too much for new friends. So I sip the tea, which tastes warm and comforting, and avoid eye contact.

Thankfully, I am soon ordered back into Mr Norton’s drawing room, but as I leave the cookhouse, I hear Beth say softly, “She’s a quiet one.”

“She’s been bitten, I reckon,” replies Judith. “You know what that’s like. Give her time.”

I rush away before I hear any more.

Mr Norton rattles his teacup onto his side table as I return. “That’s enough for business this morning. Time for some personal correspondence.”

I take my seat and smooth out a new page.

“This is to my sister. I had Mrs McGregor leave my address book on your table, so you can fill in the address later. Her name is Josephine McNally.”

I pick up the book and flick through until I find her entry, written by someone else’s hand or when Mr Norton’s fingers were less twisted, I suppose.

“Got it? Good. I must get this in today’s post – before it leaves Ashton this evening. Okay, here goes. Dearest Josephine, my heart is gladdened by your very happy news. And I am looking forward to meeting you for tea on the 20th and sharing the double celebrations of the royal visit and the return of your dear son George. It must come as such a relief for you to know that God has protected him while he was in the Transvaal and returned him and the rest of the brave soldiers of the Citizen Bushmen safely …”

The Citizen Bushmen? The fountain pen drops onto the table.

Mr Norton is staring out the window as he dictates and doesn’t notice I have stopped writing. He continues, “God rest the souls who weren’t as lucky. It must have been a difficult …” He stops and taps my table with his walking cane. “Matilda? Are you getting this? What is the matter? You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.”

I snap out of my trance, lick my dry lips and pick up the pen, though it shakes visibly.

“Whatever is wrong?”

“The Citizen Bushmen have returned?” I say.

“Yes. It is wonderful news.”

“When did they return?”

“Oh, let me see. A week or two ago. It was a Sunday, on the Morayshire. Maybe June 2nd. Why? Do you know someone on board? A relative perhaps?”

I don’t know how to answer this. My head is wheeling with the knowledge that my papa arrived back in Adelaide almost two weeks ago and he didn’t come to get me – to even see me. I know the letter in Sister’s file said that he wasn’t coming back, but there must have been part of me that still harboured that little bird of hope, but now …

“Matilda?”

I push my seat back and stand up so suddenly an ink bottle topples over and lands on the rug. “I’m sorry, sir. I’m feeling poorly,” I say, ignoring the black stain spreading across the rich red tapestry, and rush out the door.

“Matilda!” I hear Mr Norton call and then ring his bell furiously.

I stumble down the hall and collide with Mrs McGregor. I push past her and continue on my way, past Beth and Judith in the hallway holding feather dusters, wide-eyed with shock, and don’t stop until I am in my room.

I collapse face first onto my bed.

“What is the matter?” Mrs McGregor is at my door, her voice both harsh and concerned.

I can’t lift my head to reply.

“Sit up, child,” she instructs. “What happened in there?”

What happened? I can’t even begin to put words to what happened.

I sense her body looming over mine. Her face leaning in. “Please, Matilda, sit up. This is no way to behave. I can’t help you if you won’t tell me what is wrong.”

I can’t think. I can’t speak. I can’t stop shaking. All I know is that Papa really isn’t coming back and there is nothing anyone can do about that. Nothing. I bury my face deeper into my mattress.

“Mr Norton,” I hear Mrs McGregor say. “I’m so sorry, sir, but I don’t know what is wrong with her. She won’t budge.”

“I think I have an idea what might be the problem.” Mr Norton’s cane clacks against the wooden floor and then the mattress shifts as he sits beside me. “It’s all right, Matilda. Is it what I said about the war? Please, lass, turn and face me.”

The gentleness in his voice reminds me of Sister Geraldine and I turn my head to face him. “My papa …” I try.

“Was he fighting in the Transvaal? With the South Australian Bushmen?”

I manage a small nod.

“Oh my dear child, I am so very sorry. That was insensitive of me. Many young men have made the ultimate sacrifice for the Empire. I am sure he was very brave and that you should be enormously proud of his sacrifice. That doesn’t bring him back though and I realise how this must weigh on you–”

“No … he …” Words are screaming in my head: No! He is not brave. He is a coward and a liar. He’s not dead. He has just run off and left me! But the words evaporate on my tongue, and I remain silent.

“Perhaps Judith or Beth could fetch Matilda a cup of strong, sweet tea,” he says to Mrs McGregor. “She has had quite a shock. I unwittingly dredged up some painful memories. She should rest this afternoon and we will resume our correspondence tomorrow.” He speaks as if I’m not there.

In truth, I feel as if I’m not. As if only a shadow remains.

Mr Norton clomps out awkwardly with Mrs McGregor.

I stare into the nothingness.
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Dear Diary,

I have much I want to say, to write, but my heart is squeezed so tight that the words remain trapped within. Every limb aches as if exhausted. I don’t even have the energy to pen a letter to Annie to tell her how much I miss her and how very sorry I am that she is so sick and all because of me. Not that it would get to her. Sister Agatha would make sure of that. All I want is to close my eyes and sleep, but even sleep is a luxury hard fought.

I only know one truth: Papa has left me forever. I cannot deny it.

Perhaps one day I will find my words again. But at the moment I have nothing.

I am nothing. No one.

Yours,

Matilda
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I push the broom across the rough tiles of the cookhouse floor, making sure that not a single crumb is left behind – I certainly don’t want to get on Cook’s bad side. When things don’t go her way, she turns swiftly into a shrew.

The day is almost done and as I pick up the dirt and toss it out the door, I think how there’s something about my new daily routine that is comforting. It is Monday evening and I have been here at Norton Hall for a full week now, and each day has a welcome rhythm to it. I relish the tedium of it, love that there are no surprises – and no bells. And my tasks certainly are such that they keep my mind from thoughts of Papa and worry about Annie. Mornings until lunch I scribe for Mr Norton; afternoons I help Judith and Beth with the household duties; evenings, like now, I help Cook – scrubbing the pots and pans, drying the dishes and sweeping. The days are long, but I would be a liar myself not to recognise that life here lacks the tension and fear of Brushwood, and the food is much more plentiful. I only wish that I could concoct a plan to get Annie to join me here. I am sure her health would improve quickly.

I am hanging the broom on its hook as Judith and Beth and young Jeremy the stablehand set up the cookhouse table for a game of Old Maid. It is their nightly ritual.

“Come and join us, Matilda,” Judith says as she does every night. “It’s easy to learn and we have lots of laughs.” Judith has the broadest smile and she is the friendliest of the two servant girls.

“Don’t be shy,” says Beth, in her usual cutting tone. “We don’t bite, you know.”

“I think I’ll head off to my room,” I say as I have each night so far. Part of me longs to be part of this tight little group, but a larger part warns me to keep my distance. It’s safer that way.

Beth shuffles the cards expertly, then knocks the side of the deck on the table three times and sighs dramatically. “Perhaps we’re not good enough,” she says, and looks up at me through her thick dark lashes.

Good enough? I think. Boyo, has she got that wrong! But I don’t say a word.

Judith shushes her and tells her to stop it, but she continues regardless. “I don’t think you know how lucky you are – sitting in the drawing room scribbling away for most of the day. When Judith and me were at the mission, we–”

“Stop it,” says Judith. “Leave her be. She doesn’t need to hear about the mission and it’s best you forget it too.”

“I won’t forget it, not ever, and I won’t rest until I leave this place and get back home with my family where I belong.” Beth clamps her lips together and starts to deal.

The truth in those words hits me hard, and I quickly make my escape.

In the sanctuary of my own room, I change into my nightdress and sit up on my bed, knees to my chest and try to read some poems. I can’t focus. My mind strays to thoughts about Beth and her life before Norton Hall, and that only makes me think of Annie and how much I miss her and then I think of Mama whose voice has gone silent on me, and of course Papa and his cruel betrayal. When am I going to be able to leave all that behind? Will I ever be able to forget as Judith just begged Beth to do?

Excited squeals float across from the cookhouse, followed by the sound of footsteps charging down the hall and my door bursts open.

Judith and Beth spill into my room, both giggling themselves silly.

“Oh my,” splutters Beth. “Matilda has a boyfriend!”

“A gentleman caller, no less!” adds Judith, putting on a toffy voice.

I have no idea what they are talking about.

Mrs McGregor appears behind them and sends them on their giggling way. She steps inside and closes the door behind her. “A young man was just at the door – at this late hour, mind – asking for you.”

“Me?”

“Yes. Claims he is your brother. A Mr Joshua Moss.”

“I don’t have a brother,” I reply.

“Then who is this boy and why is he here asking for you?”

I chew furiously on my bottom lip. “I have no idea. Truly. No one except the nuns knows I’m here.” This is both baffling and unsettling.

“I sent him packing and told him to return tomorrow at a more respectable hour. I hope you’re not lying to me. I will have to tell Mr Norton tomorrow before he heads into Adelaide for the royal visit, so now would be a good time for an explanation.”

She is not impressed when I tell her there is no explanation and she shuts the door with a slap behind her.

I am left reeling. I can’t even begin to think who it might be, let alone why anyone would be looking for me.

I take to pacing in the small space between my bed and the wardrobe, but nothing can calm me, so I fetch my notebook from my bottom drawer. My words are starting to flow now and I hope they will work to calm me tonight.


Dear Diary,

At last Norton Hall is in darkness and I find myself compelled to write. What a strange night it has been.

Truly, your pages are the only place where I can voice my thoughts and feelings at the moment, the words still becoming stuck in my throat when asked to speak or answer a question. I fear Judith and Beth may think me aloof. But there is something stopping me, something making me wary. It seems that being an orphan has stolen the part of me that liked to voice her opinions.

Mr Norton and Mrs McGregor have been most generous and patient with me, though after the baffling events of tonight this could change swiftly.

They both still believe that Papa died in the war and that is what has been making me silent and sullen. And while the deception of my silence burns deep within, I don’t want anything to make them think otherwise! Besides, it is not totally untrue. Papa is as good as dead to me. Oh, dear diary, my heart has become a stone.

I sense the same in Beth. She too has a stone heart. She too is one who cannot forget her past. I see it in her eyes and the sharp tone of her voice. She wears her hurt as openly as a scar across her face and I wonder if I appear the same. I certainly recognise her rebellion and fight, for I too once was full of fight, one never to …



A sudden tapping on my window thrusts me out of my writing. I look up, alert, cock my ears and listen. Was it a branch falling? An animal? An intruder? After the strange events this evening, I am on edge.

I am about to return to my pages, when I hear it again. This time it catapults me off my bed and to the window.

I pull back the thin curtain and gasp with shock. There is a face in the window. I drop to my knees below the sill, my heart thudding against my ribs, as the tapping continues and a whispered voice calls my name.

“Matilda! Open up. Please. Matilda. It’s me, Joshua Jones.”
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I can’t believe my eyes. Joshua Jones, that pimply beanpole letter carrier, is standing in the dark at my window. I throw it open.

“What are you doing here?” I hiss.

“I have a note and a message from Annie,” he replies, his face so screwed up with worry, he resembles a bulldog. He passes me a folded note through the window.

Annie? My Annie?

I snatch it off him, gape at it and then at him, my mind spinning with suspicion.

“Read it. Please. It’s about your father.”

Something drops inside of me: a heavy, shame-filled lump of misery. “I already know. He has returned,” I say softly and sit on the edge of my bed, head bowed. “I know he hasn’t–”

“It has taken me hours to find this place. Hours! Please just read the note.”

I’m reluctant. How many times and ways can I be disappointed? But it is from dear Annie, so I brace myself against yet another knockdown punch and open the page.

It is a messy scrawl, written in haste no doubt, but definitely in Annie’s hand.


Dearest Tilda,



Tilda … I rub my thumb over the word, then read on.


I have news about your papa. Please return to Brushwood with Joshua. Urgently.

Yours,

Annie



“Oh Annie, I already know,” I murmur sadly. “There is no need for me to return.”

“You must,” insists Joshua. “That scrawny lass, the one with the scary big eyes, was beside herself, bawling and begging me …”

“What are you talking about?”

Joshua looks from side to side, then says in an urgent whisper, “One of the little lasses, she came tearing across the yard to me this afternoon and thrust the note in my hand. Said her name was Dotty or Dora or something like that and that Annie sent her out and that she begs of me to please, please, please take this note to you at Norton Hall in Ashton without delay by whatever means I can. That it is a matter of life and death. She was unhinged, red faced and almost howling!”

This makes no sense.

“Doris gave you this? Where was Annie?”

“Doris! Yes, that’s it. Doris. She said Annie was in the infirmary – bedridden and desperately ill.”

Fear jolts me to my feet. “Annie is ill? Why didn’t you say so?”

I grab the dusty old carpetbag from under the bed, throw my clothes, my new notebook and the book of poems inside. Thrust my feet into my boots and wrap a blanket around my shoulders. My green notebook lies on the floor under my bed. I glare at it for a long moment, then give it a kick. I have no need for it ever again. I have one foot out of the window when I think I should probably leave a note for Mrs McGregor, but Joshua’s pale-faced worry urges me to hurry, so I pass him the bag and tumble out the window.

“Let’s go!” I hiss.

Joshua leads me round the back of the servants’ quarters and into a dark tunnel of scrubby bush. Dry sticks crack like gunshots beneath our feet. I glance behind, expecting to see lamps flickering on, or someone venturing out to see what all the noise is about, but all is quiet.

The sky is lit with jewels and I savour their brilliance, willing a message to make its way to Annie. I’m coming, Annie. Stay strong. I’m coming!

I follow Joshua along a narrow track, until we stumble out into a clearing with straight rows of trees, their bare twiggy arms reaching upwards to the stars. The orchard. We skirt around the edge and, there, tied to a fruit tree of some sort, is a chestnut horse hitched to the postmaster’s buggy.

I look at Joshua wide-eyed.

“I borrowed it from my father,” he explains. “We need to hurry back before he finds out.”

I climb on board and, with my bag perched on my lap, we ride into the night.
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The journey winding down through the hills in the inky darkness is terrifying and snail slow – much slower than the trip up in Old Jock’s cart. My stomach twists and tightens with fear for Annie with each slippery downward bend in the road. I clutch the side rail with one hand and my blanket shawl with the other, willing Joshua to hurry, but not wanting to go any faster. Joshua’s brow is furrowed with concentration, his body stiff, and thankfully he doesn’t feel the need to fill the journey with conversation.

We reach Brushwood well before sunrise. I thank Joshua profusely and silently vow to be much kinder with my future remarks about him – he risked much to come and get me – and I truly hope he is able to get the horse and buggy back before his father wakes. Sadly, I don’t like his chances.

The gates to the convent are padlocked and those iron bars sharp like arrows, so I stow my bag in some bushes, tuck my nightdress into my knickers and try to scale up the jagged bluestone boundary wall. It is not an easy feat and it takes several attempts until I find a way up to the top. My legs and arms are scratched and stinging and my chest heaves from the effort, so I rest at the top for a few moments, before jumping awkwardly into the front yard. The grand old blue gums stand dark and shadowy before me, the sight of them bringing a fragile strength to my unsteady legs.

The infirmary is tucked into the south corner in front of the main building. It is the original cottage that was on the property before the church took it over. I have only been in there a few times. It is a simple building – one room really with a few beds and an alcove for the supervising nun to sleep in.

My heart is an anxious drum in my ears, as I ease open the door. I wait in the doorway and get my bearings. The room is warm, the remains of a fire glowing in the hearth. A curtain is drawn across the nun’s sleeping alcove and a faint breathy snore confirms someone is in there asleep. My eyes track across the row of beds until they land on the corner bed … and Annie.

I swallow hard. Hesitate at the doorway for a long moment, before tiptoeing over, the floorboards creaking with almost every step. Neither Annie nor whoever is behind the curtain stirs.

I hover beside the sleeping Annie, tears prickling. Even in sleep I can see how horribly ill she is. It is not unusual for her to be unwell, but I have never seen her so pale before, or rings around her eyes that resemble deep bruises. Her breathing is laboured and the noise in her chest is scaring the living daylights out of me.

I wipe the tears from my cheeks, and look around for a chair. I can’t bear to wake her.

But I don’t have to.

Her eyes flutter open.

“Tilda,” she whispers. “I knew he’d find you. He’s a good one, that pimply letter carrier.”
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I am so choked with emotion, I can barely speak. Annie coughs, a deep barking cough, which sounds as though she has swallowed a dog. I grab a pillow from the next bed and help to prop her up.

“Your papa …” Her voice is whisper soft and raspy. I wipe the fine film of sweat from across her forehead with the corner of her sheet. It is obvious she is running a fever.

“Shh,” I say. “Rest up. I know about Papa. He returned weeks ago and he hasn’t come for me.”

“It’s not that. It’s worse. I’m so sorry.”

My heart leaps into my throat. What does she mean? I’m struck for the first time by the awful possibility that maybe Papa hasn’t returned at all, that maybe he is injured … or … my knees go weak.

“He came here,” Annie rasps.

“What?” I’m sure I’ve heard incorrectly, and am now more confused than ever.

“He came. I saw him. A man came to see Sister. He was in uniform and he looked just like you.” She licks her lips and swallows painfully. “It was your papa – with one bushy eyebrow and a scar for the other.”

I want to believe her, but how is it possible? Her fever must be making her delirious. “Close your eyes, Annie. Rest up. We’ll talk later.”

Annie props herself up on her elbow and grabs my arm. “No!” she says, but the sudden action launches her into a fit of coughing. “He came here,” she continues when her coughing subsides. “He went into Sister’s office and I hid in the chapel.” She closes her eyes and takes several slow breaths as if to ward away another coughing fit. “You have to believe me. He was only in the office for a short while, then he burst out. Oh, Tilda. His face. It was pure pain. He charged down the steps and across the courtyard to the cemetery. I went to follow him, but the tea bell rang and Sister Agatha came out of her office and shooed me away. But not before I saw your papa drop to his knees in the cemetery.” Annie closes her eyes again, the effort of speaking seeming to sap every ounce of energy from her, and I wonder if she has drifted off to sleep.

My own breath is laboured now and I lean against Annie’s bed to steady myself. Why did he go to the cemetery? The answer to that question is too horrible even to consider. Could this be true?

“It’s true,” Annie says, as if reading my mind. “But it’s worse too. Because I ran outside. But he was gone. So I went to see what made him drop like that.” Annie clutches my arm again, her eyes flitting nervously from side to side. “Tilda, there’s a cross there. With your name on it.” Annie is crying now and so am I. I sit beside her and pull her into a hug, trying to make sense of what she has just told me.

Papa thinks I’m dead.

Why would Sister do something so horrible?

Annie breaks free from my hug, wipes her eyes and tries to settle her breathing before continuing, but her words are faltering, stumbling over one another. “That … that made me mad. I raced out … through the gates to … find him … to tell him the truth. But I couldn’t see him … anywhere. I went all the way into Norwood. Searched along The Parade. I think he must have gone … on the horse tram or something. He just disappeared. I’m so sorry. I tried … I really did.”

I pull her into another hug and try to calm her – she is working herself into a state. But Annie has more to say.

“By the time I got back, it was dark and … showery … and the gates were locked. I couldn’t make it over the wall … it was too slippery … so I slept behind the bushes until morning.”

My body tenses at the thought of Annie outside all night, wet and cold. No wonder she is so ill.

“Didn’t anyone miss you?” I whisper, wondering why on earth the nuns weren’t out searching for her.

“Not till lights out apparently.” Annie pauses and swallows down a cough. “Then they thought I must have run away to be with you. Sister was fuming when I came in – she sent me to the boot room, but I didn’t make it. Seems I passed out on the stairs. I woke up in here.”

Annie slumps back against her pillow, exhausted. I wipe the sweat from her face again. Her breathing is even more ragged than before.

“You have to find him,” she says forcefully and loudly, as if using the last of her energy. “Promise me.” Almost a croak.

I stroke her cheek, push sweaty strands of hair off her forehead.

“Annie? Annie? Are you awake?” A voice from behind the curtain – Sister Catherine. I drop down and duck under Annie’s bed, just as Sister Catherine pulls back the curtain.

“Sorry, Sister,” Annie groans. “Can you get me some water, please? My throat is dry.”

“Yes, of course.” Soft bouncy footsteps approach and then I hear the slosh of water being poured into a glass from a pitcher on the little table beside Annie’s bed. Sister’s swollen bare feet are inches from my nose. I take in the maze of thin red veins all over them and her toenails hooked like claws.

“Thank you, Sister,” Annie says.

“Rest up, dear child, the morning sun will soon be here to greet you with a warming smile.”

I listen for Sister’s footfalls. When I hear her bed creak, I crawl out from under Annie’s bed.

“Go,” Annie mouths, and coughs.

I’m torn. How can I leave Annie when she is so sick?

“You have to find him. He thinks you’re dead.”

She is right. I have to go. Now that I know about Papa, I can’t stay. But my heart is shredding into tiny pieces at the thought of leaving Annie behind.

“I’ll be back,” I mouth. “I promise, and then Papa and I will bust you out of this place and we’ll look after you forever.”

I hug Annie close, then slink out the door and into the night.
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I will never forgive Sister Agatha for what she has done. To me. To Papa. To Annie.

I march round the side of the main building, fuelled by a growing rage and head straight for the little cemetery. I need to see for myself. The stars still glimmer around a fingernail moon, as I sweep from cross to cross. And there it is. A new timber cross, half concealed by a spiky bush with

Matilda Moss

1889 – 1901

roughly scratched into the wood.

How dare she? I rip that cross fair out of the ground, snap the wood in two over my knee and toss it away into the bushes. Then I drop to the ground, spent, as deep racking sobs rise within me, carrying with them all the hurt and anger and sadness I’ve been holding inside.

“Oh, Papa. I’m sorry,” I wail to the night sky. “I should have never let Sister get to me. I should never have believed her. Should never have given up on you.” I bang the ground with my fists. “And now how I am ever going to find you? You may really be lost to me now.” Tears and snot mingle then drip from my chin.

Tilda Moss, get off your knees and get going.

I snap my head up. Who said that?

Stand tall. Be strong. Go and find your papa!

Mama’s voice has returned!

I stumble to my feet and wipe my face with the edge of the blanket still tied around my shoulders.

Hurry, Mama’s voice in my head says. And this time, my dear child, do not give up.

Yes, Mama! I won’t. I won’t.

As always, Mama’s voice gives me courage. And I know what I need to do.

I creep out of the cemetery, skirt around the rose garden and behind the laundry and woodshed – keeping clear of the chicken coop, lest I wake the chooks – then tip-toe across the courtyard, the crunch of my boots on the dirt making me nervy, and up the stairs onto the verandah. I pause for a moment, checking that I haven’t woken anyone, but all seems quiet in the sleeping quarters on the floor above, so I scramble down the corridor and into Sister’s office, her heavy door creaking behind me.

My heart is pounding so fiercely, I feel dizzy. I’m not sure I have the nerve to do what I know I must.

Go on, Mama urges, you know what to do. Besides, she deserves it.

Oh, Mama, I love you.

I untie the blanket from around my shoulders as I head straight for the house plant and retrieve the key to Sister’s bottom drawer, but the sight of the filing cabinet to my left and the memory of that letter from Papa diverts me. I need to take another look at it. Swiftly, I slide open the La–Pu drawer, dance my fingers across the files until I come to mine.

My breath sticks fast in my throat as I read the cover:

Matilda Louisa Moss

D.O.B.: 25/3/1889

Admission: 7/2/1900

Discharge: Deceased 10/06/1901 – pneumonia

I shudder with disgust and set my mind to locating the letter.

And there it is.

My stomach drops like a stone in the sea. This is so obviously a forgery. The hand is shaky and uneven, and, while similar, it is definitely not Papa’s handwriting. Why didn’t I notice this that night? Why did I let Sister convince me that her lies were true? Why didn’t I trust Papa’s word?

The room becomes blurry through my tears, as I fold the letter in half and in half again, return the file to the cabinet and turn my attention to that bottom drawer, my resolve growing wings inside me.

Within seconds I have emptied the contents of Sister’s purse and the little cash box into the blanket, along with the forged letter. I stare at the stash, hesitating, when something glints at me amongst the coins. Blood rushes to my head and I need to grab Sister’s desk to steady myself.

Mama, your necklace, I whisper, as I lift the gold chain off the blanket and lay the cross on my open palm.

It is yours, Mama says. Take it.

And I do. I drop it in the blanket and then place the cash box and purse back into the drawer on top of Sister’s diary. Has she written anything about me in its pages? I wonder. Has she admitted her horrible deeds? I pull the diary out, curiosity making me open it. And there’s that photograph – the one of Sister’s family. My eyes burn into the eyes of the young Sister Agatha’s freckly face, anger bubbling inside me. If only you knew what a cruel woman she has become, I say to her family in the photograph. I put the diary back – unread – but toss the photograph onto the blanket with the money, letter and necklace, gather up the ends and tie them tightly, snuggle it against my stomach and slip out, down the stairs and around the side to the front yard.

I feel like a thief. Boyo, I am a thief.

Guilt grinds me to a stop as I approach the wall. But then I remind myself what Sister has stolen from me. I look back at the blue gums, trace my eyes up their sturdy cream trunks, then toss the blanket of money over the wall and scramble up and over after it. I don’t know how long it will take for me to find Papa, but I do know that I will need money to stay alive.

So, thank you, Sister, your donation is appreciated.

I retrieve the carpetbag from behind the bushes, quickly change out of my nightdress and into my stockings and the black maid’s dress and pinafore from Norton Hall, grateful that it is still an hour or so before dawn and no one is about. I untie the blanket of money. I have no idea how much I have, but it is more than I have ever seen before. I take out a few pennies and drop them into my side pocket, then secure Mama’s tiny cross around my neck. Tears prickle.

I go to tie up the blanket again, but the young Sister Agatha’s innocent eyes stare up at me from that photograph, so I snatch it out, fold it in two, knowing that it will ruin the photograph and slide it in my pocket too.

Take that, Sister Agatha!

I tie up the blanket, put it into my bag and snap it shut.

I take a moment to gaze at the slim moon and those stars, knowing that somewhere out there Papa is alive and grieving under the same moon and stars. In the distance two church spires are silhouetted against the inky sky and further still the distant hills lie across the horizon like the back of a snoozing dragon.

Guilt finds me again, grating against my chest at the sight of those hills, thinking of the fuss that I will cause when the folk at Norton Hall wake to find that I have run away. But I push the guilt away. Papa is out there somewhere. Maybe he went up into those hills. Or perhaps he headed into the city on the horse tram as Annie thought. I have no idea. I only know I must find him.

I take one last look at Brushwood Convent and Orphanage for Girls, pick up my bag and march off down the road.

I am no orphan, Sister Agatha, and you will never hear me say so again.
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The street lamps are still lit as I turn onto The Parade, fuzzy golden orbs down both sides of the road. The sky beyond the ranges is starting to brighten, the coming dawn stealing the stars away, and already the wide main street is well awake, despite the early hour. Carts packed with produce – carrots, potatoes, cabbages, round fat pumpkins – clatter along the edges of the road. Carriages. Buggies. A rattling wagon filled with Woodrofe cordial. A man carrying fresh rabbits strung from a pole strides purposefully down the centre of the road. Men in working clothes bustle along the footpath, blowing on their bare hands against the morning cold, their breath clouding in the crisp wintery air, some carrying their lunch wrapped in red handkerchiefs. The smell of mud and horse manure and wood smoke is everywhere.

I look east to the hills and then west to the city. And make a decision.

The city. It’s where Papa and I lived our life together and it feels right that I should start my search there.

I make my way down to the Town Hall, with its looming clock tower showing that it is just after six. A group of men huddle on the path near its stone arches, waiting for a horse tram. Some suck on pipes, another coughs and spits into the dirt. I feel their eyes upon me – the only girl on a dark street full of men – and hurry away towards the welcoming smell of fresh bread baking on the next block. I hide out of sight in the bakery’s doorstep and in the leaking warmth of the bread ovens inside.

Before long, there is a jangle of bells and a scraping of wheels as the number 79 horse tram from Kensington to the city approaches. Even in the gloom of the early morning, its bright yellow carriage and the steady clopping of the two white horses out front is a cheery sight. It makes me think of Annie and Papa at the same time: Annie because of her fondest for cheery colours, especially yellow; and Papa because we rode this tram together to Pile’s Paddock picnic grounds. It’s a happy memory – and it is with some relief that I realise that I can allow myself these happy memories once again, now that I know the truth about Papa. And once I find Papa we can make new memories, and share our–

My notebook.

My mind fills with the image of me kicking my beloved notebook under the bed at Norton Hall. I wrap my arms around my middle, suddenly nauseous, knowing that I will never see it again, never be able to share my words and Annie’s opinions with Papa. Oh, why did I do such a foolish thing?

The tram bell rings out. It is packed tight. Men are crammed onto the top and bottom decks. They stand clogging the stairwells and crowd the driver up front. The tram doesn’t even stop for the huddle at the Town Hall. I don’t fancy getting on board with all those men anyhow, so I resolve to wait it out until it is properly daytime and less busy. On the doorstep, I rest my bag on my knees, and watch as more and more men and carts and carriages fill the street.

I put my hands into my pockets to keep them warm, my fingers curling around the photo of Sister Agatha’s family.

That photo. I don’t ever want to look at her face again, even in a photo. Why did I take it?

Because it will hurt her, Mama’s voice in my head says. Like she’s hurt you and Annie and your papa.

Would my mama really say that? I begin to wonder if that voice in my head is actually mine, rather than my sweet mama’s.

Regardless, my mind becomes overrun with questions – stinging questions that make my cheeks red-hot.

Why would Sister forge a letter like that? Why would she want to hurt Papa so much, telling him his only daughter is dead? Creating a fake grave to prove it! Why is she so cruel to us, but not to others? What have we ever done to her to deserve this? Once, I thought it was because I was wicked and unlikeable, but now I don’t know what to think. My mind turns to the day Sister whisked me out and sent me to Norton Hall. It was all so sudden, so dramatic. Sister must have known then that Papa’s contingent had returned. Was that why Sister Mary was on “leave”? Had she received word about her brother? Had Sister sent her away too?

I clutch the photograph within my pocket and resolve to find Papa and then return to Brushwood and get Annie. Poor sick Annie. She desperately needs to see a doctor. Has Sister even called one? I chew on my bottom lip, tears threatening, thinking of Annie sleeping rough under the bushes in the damp and cold. I can’t help but think that Sister didn’t search harder for Annie on purpose. Making Annie suffer would be another way to hurt me.

A smile plays on my lips as I imagine the look on Sister’s face on the day when Papa and I stride in together. That is a day I look forward to. That will be the day that will show her that lies will never win over truth.

I cherish this thought as the gas lamps are extinguished and men in suits, carrying umbrellas and newspapers, replace the workmen. A few women appear too, dressed in warm long skirts, tightly fitting jackets and magnificent hats. Even some schoolchildren, with books strapped together, crowd outside the tram stop, and I jump to my feet and hurry down to the Town Hall, Mama’s gold cross swinging from my neck, climb the steps up into the yellow and red Number 83 tram, decorated with its bright advertisements encouraging the drinking of Amgoorie Tea and the virtues of Lion Flour.

I pay the young conductor threepence and take a seat in the downstairs deck.

A bell jangles and, with a bounce and a bump, the wheels scratch along the tracks and we are off.

Off to Adelaide to find my papa.
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The rhythmic sway and bounce of the horse tram almost rocks me to sleep, but I force my eyes to remain open. What if we trundled right by Papa while I slept? That is too terrible to contemplate. I yawn and rub at my eyes – I must keep alert. We pass the produce carts crowding outside the East End Markets and my stomach grumbles. No food, as well as no sleep. But I have no time for either.

When the tram shunts into Rundle Street, my eyes slide all over the place. Streamers are strung across the road, and up and down and around the shopfronts. Colourful flags hang from every possible hook or pole. They flutter cheerily in the breeze. Men climb ladders fixing more decorations to porticos. Others are on roofs. The street hums with excitement.

The royal visit.

I had forgotten all about it. The Duke and Duchess of York and Cornwell coming to Adelaide, after opening the first Australian Parliament in Melbourne. It was the only thing the girls at Brushwood could think and speak about those last weeks and I recall the prancing about and excited talk in the dormitory, the lessons on the royal family that I was banished from, and the competition to be chosen to come to Adelaide with Sister Agatha to watch the royal procession. Poor Annie will probably miss out now, being so sick. But I wonder if Gertie’s bonnet will win it for her.

I try to remember the day of the procession. Thursday, I think. I calculate on my fingers, trying to determine what day it is now – the last couple of weeks being such a blur with me abruptly uprooted from the bells and rules of Brushwood and planted at Norton Hall and a whole different way of living – and realise that it must be Tuesday. The visit is only two days away, and my pulse quickens as I remember that Mr Norton was coming to Adelaide today, to meet with his sister and to stay for the procession. He must know by now that I have absconded. If only I had left a note. He will think I am a proper scoundrel.

The tram turns into King William Street – also alive with preparations. I watch open mouthed at a team of men crouched precariously on a rooftop, fixing tiny electric globes along the edge of the roof. It’s extraordinary. The tram trundles down the wide street and passes the brand-new stone building opposite the Town Hall with the words “CENTRAL CHAMBERS” carved across the front. This is the site where Papa once worked in the Nimble Ninepence before it burned down. I look away quickly.

Be strong, Mama’s voice reminds me. Find your papa. I blink away tears and scan the people on the footpath and in passing carriages, looking for Papa’s thick bearded face and crinkly eyes with the single bushy eyebrow.

Finally, I get off at Victoria Square.

Like I always did with Papa.

The memory puts a wobble in my legs. I stand on the curb among the suited men in top hats and boaters and the women in their fine clothes with capes and gloves hurrying by. Grand buildings, fancy carriages, and an endless convoy of horse trams encircle me. The luscious smells of the pie cart near the General Post Office waft above the thick smell of horses, and I am transported to my life here with Papa. I haven’t been in Adelaide since Papa left me at Brushwood, and boyo, the memories flooding back bring an ache to my chest.

I take a deep breath and head off down Grote Street. Just as I did with Papa after our trips to Pile’s Paddock. He always insisted we walk down Grote – no other street was allowed. Sometimes when we got to West Terrace we’d turn right and head home, other times we’d turn left and visit Mama’s grave at West Terrace Cemetery.

Today, I turn left. I’m sure that Papa would have come here, and I know the way as if I were here yesterday. I cross the muddy street and march through the gates, straight down the dirt road to the Catholic section, then across rocky, weedy ground, past leaning tombstones and iron-fenced graves, and almost to the boundary with the Jewish section.

I drop to my knees beside the small white headstone.

Florence Moss

Died May 10th, 1891

Aged 21

Beloved wife and mother

Mama.

And there it is. As I had hoped with all the hope of that little feathered bird of the poem in the book Sister Geraldine gave me.

Under the flat white stone Papa had put there many years ago, the edge of a folded note pokes out. I lift up the stone and pluck out the note. My lips quiver.


My dearest Florence,

It is with a heavy heart that I need to tell you our precious Tilda has departed this world and has joined you. I am so sorry that I failed to protect her. I thought she would be safe in the convent, while I found a way to rebuild our lives. The head nun told me she suffered dearly and that it is a blessing she succumbed to the dreaded pneumonia that had fouled her lungs. This was a bitter blow as I had only just recovered from the same ailment in Adelaide Hospital after returning. Why her and not me? I cannot begin to understand and my heart is hollowed out. I had found lodgings for us, still in the West End, on one of the tidier streets with decent enough cottages. But now I don’t know if I can bear living there without her. It is a cruel world, Florence. Take care of my little darling.

Love always,

Daniel
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A rough shake awakens me. And a wrinkly face beneath an enormous flower-filled bonnet gazes down. “Are you all right, my dear?” the face says.

I rub at my eyes, sit up and look about. The cemetery. I must have fallen asleep.

“I said, are you all right, dear?”

I glance down at Papa’s note still in my hand and then up at the woman. “Yes, thank you,” I say as I stand up, glide the note into my pocket and brush the dirt from my dress and pinafore. “I am waiting for my papa,” I say, which is not really a lie, and pick up my bag and hold it against my chest. “He shouldn’t be long.” I hope, I add in my mind.

“Very well then,” the woman says and goes to walk away, but then stops and turns back. “Is that your mother’s grave?” she asks kindly.

I nod.

“Tragic,” she says and heads off down the dirt road towards the Jewish section.

My mouth is dry and my head thumping. I have no idea what time it is, but the weak winter sun is high in the sky. I must have slept for hours.

When the woman is out of sight, I place the carpetbag on the ground and open it up. I take out a few more pennies and two silver threepences and drop them into my pocket – I will need to find some food and something to drink soon. But most importantly I take out my new notebook from Sister Geraldine and tear out a page.

I have a note to write.


Dearest Papa,

I am not dead! I am well alive and here in Adelaide. Sister Agatha lied. I don’t know why, but she is intent on keeping us apart. She told me that you had abandoned me, had a letter that said so – which I have now discovered is a forgery – and then sent me away to Norton Hall in the hills. I am going to look for you and I won’t stop until I find you! I will come to Mama’s grave every day when St Peter’s bells chime four o’clock, in the hope that you will visit Mama’s grave like we used to do. We must be reunited and believe me, Papa, I will never give up on you. I will find you!

Your loving and very much alive daughter,

Tilda



I put the letter from Papa into my bag, wedge my note under the rock, and snap the locks shut on the carpetbag.

There is a pie cart up the road that my stomach is telling me I need to visit promptly.

You will find him, Mama’s voice tells me. You will.

And then we will go and rescue Annie, I tell Mama.
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I spend the rest of the day walking the streets of Adelaide. I tramp all the way up to the East End Markets, then along each road going east to west, then the ones running north to south. On the outside, I am methodical in my approach, but on the inside I am panicky and flighty, my head spinning, my eyes darting everywhere. I peer into every shop and office, scan the streets up and down, staring at everyone. But I do not find Papa.

Now, the sun is low in the sky and I am foot sore and tired, but grateful for the newish boots that Mrs McGregor gave me as they at least don’t pinch my toes like my old Brushwood ones, and have proper soles, not ones with card plugging the holes. I am concentrating now on the West End near our old lodgings, looking for the streets that have the decent houses. Boyo, this area is not how I remembered it. When we lived here, I hadn’t noticed how different the West End is to the rest of the city. Did I walk through here blindfolded? Or did Papa shield me from the truth of the area, which in places is nothing more than a dirty rat-infested slum? I recall how Papa forbade me from being out after dark and how we always took the same route into the city.

I stumble down a narrow laneway, my teeth clenched, my stomach twisting, and take in the rickety, rundown dwellings, many nothing more than shacks, some with sheets of hessian covering front patios, others more like junk yards than homes. Two grubby barefooted small children climb a crumbling brick fence, then dart across the lane in front of me, dodging a vegetable cart. On the corner a woman in rags holds two squawking babies, one on each hip. My nostrils fill with the smell of mud and decay and stinky outdoor privies. Regardless, I steady myself and turn down the next laneway and then the next side street, peering through windows where I can, looking for a place that Papa might have rented.

I am hiding behind an empty cart, trying to catch a glimpse of the men inside the Elephant and Castle Hotel when the bells of St Peter’s Cathedral chime that it’s four o’clock. I dash from behind my hiding spot and sprint across the road, the carpetbag tucked under one arm, fly through the cemetery gates, heart thudding.

Please, Papa! Please be there!

But it’s not to be. Mama’s grave stands alone in the long shadows.

And my note still pokes out from under the stone.

Disappointment drops me to my knees, and I am then struck with a new problem: it will be night soon and I need a place to sleep.

Reluctantly, I say goodbye to Mama and head out of the cemetery. Already a few street lamps have been lit, and a larger group of men have gathered outside The Elephant and Castle Hotel. I stay on the cemetery side of the road and head north, well away from the hotel before crossing.

My instincts scream at me that the West End is not a place to be at night. But I don’t know where a good place would be.

I pass three women in bright frilly dresses with red painted lips and heaving bosoms, striding arm in arm. They shriek with laughter as they pass and send me scurrying up the street, knocking into a man who is staggering out of another hotel. I start to run, until, without realising it, I find myself outside our old lodgings. It isn’t quite as derelict as some of the houses in the laneways, but the windows are covered with grime and the glass in the front door is shattered, the cracks fanning out like a spider’s web.

The building is divided into two flats. Papa and I had the small flat at the back. Mrs Wang lived in the larger flat at the front. Mostly by herself, but sometimes her grandchildren and other family members would come to stay. There is a lamp lit in the front flat, and I wonder if Mrs Wang still lives there. Maybe she has seen Papa. But what if she is still angry with Papa about not paying his rent? What if she tries to send me back to Brushwood? I hesitate, stuck fast with indecision, until a shadow of someone passes across the front window, the sight of which sends me scurrying down the side path to the back flat.

Even though I know Papa won’t be there, I want to look nonetheless. The dull glow from behind the frayed curtains at the rear windows tells me that someone is inside. A rusty bicycle leans against the wall and an upturned barrel stands beside the door, a circle of ash and cigarette stubs on the ground beside it. I should leave – quickly.

Then I remember the old shed in the back corner of the tiny yard. I slink past the privy, the stench making me gag, wade through waist-high weeds towards the shed. I inch open the stubborn wooden door. It creaks into the night and a mouldy smell drifts out. In the shadowy darkness, I can see that it is still filled with junk.

Have I found my lodgings for the night?

I cringe at the thought. But this is about as good a place as any. I shove a crate out of the way and move a broken chair on top of a trunk and clear a space on the dirt floor for me to curl up on.

I close the door and sit in the gloom.

I take the apple and packet of arrowroot biscuits I bought earlier and have a tea of sorts, steeling myself for what my first night as a runaway and thief might bring.
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Rats! That’s what it brought. I should have known that this shed is home sweet home to several fat rats that kept me awake with their scratching and scrabbling throughout the night. When I finally fell into a restless sleep, I was woken by one nibbling my fingers. I couldn’t help but scream. Then I lay awake waiting for the door to the shed to be flung open and be hauled out.

It’s daylight at last now, and I am stiff and cold. I shake out my money blanket, roughly fold it and place it back into the carpetbag, pop a few more coins into my pocket, close up the bag and stow it behind the trunk. I will be much quicker and less conspicuous without it.

I edge the door open an inch and put my eye to the crack and check if anyone is about. The bicycle has gone and I hope its owner has too. I slip outside and close the door behind me, then creep through the weeds to the privy. I am desperate – despite the smell.

When I finally make it out onto West Terrace, I scratch at my head and run my fingers through my tangled hair, weaving it into a messy plait. The neat maid’s dress and pinafore that Mrs McGregor provided me is now creased and smeared with dirt. I brush off what I can, but I still look a mess. It will have to do. I head south past The Elephant and Castle and into the streets behind it, where I think the “tidier” end of town might be.

Papa has to be here somewhere. He could be behind any one of these doors, having a cup of tea, or sucking on his pipe and I wouldn’t know it. Frustration slows me to a dawdle.

Then, up ahead, a gate creaks open and a man steps onto the footpath and walks up the street. I can’t believe my eyes. It’s him! It’s Papa. Short and lean, his hat to the back of his head, his arms swinging as he walks.

“Papa!” I try to yell, but emotion has clogged my throat and it comes out as a mousy squeak. I swallow hard, start to run and yell again. “Papa! Papa!” This time it comes out loud and clear and, just as I am catching up to him, he turns around.

I stop dead.

“Sorry,” I say, my cheeks burning. “I thought you were my papa.”

“Not that I’m aware,” the man says and winks and continues on his way.

I trudge up the street, the soles of my boots scuffing the pavement.

Be strong, Tilda, Mama says. Straighten those shoulders, lift that chin. You will find him. Yes, you will.

Oh, Mama. She always says just what I need to hear. So I lift up my chin and what do I see? A familiar bluestone and brick building up ahead – Sturt Street Public School – where I used to go before I was sent to Brushwood to be tormented by Sister Agatha. I loved this school. It’s where I first discovered my passion for reading and my talent for writing. Papa said Mama loved to read his poems and essays too. Fond memories propel me down the road. Once I have found Papa and rescued Annie, we can go to Sturt Street together! And life will be good again.

I will find him, I tell Mama. Don’t you worry.

Cheered somewhat, I continue my methodical search through the maze of laneways and side streets of this southern part of the West End. My insides pang with the sense that Papa is close. So close. This is definitely the better part of town; the houses don’t appear as if a strong sneeze could send them toppling.

Which one, Papa? Which one?

Soon the streets start to fill up with workers heading off to work, schoolchildren walking to school and horses and carts and carriages clip-clopping back and forth.

I stop at the City Markets and buy an apple, a small bag of hard candy and a bottle of lemonade. The apple is sweet and juicy. I devour it in seconds, then wipe my sticky fingers on my pinnie, my eyes darting everywhere. I have no idea where I should search today.

Should I try to find Aunty Hannah and Uncle Joseph? Would they help me? With a heavy heart, I know it is unlikely, and besides I have no idea where they might be living now. It has been nearly two years since Papa and I went to North Adelaide to the temporary lodgings they lived in after the fire.

I start an aimless trek up Morphett Street. The city seems more crowded than yesterday, the roads clogged with traffic, the footpaths teeming with people. I weave my way through the city folk, pushing past the huddles near the horse trams, darting past carriages and carts, and suddenly the foolishness of my quest to find Papa in such a crowded city sours my mouth and propels me down the road faster and faster.

How could I be so foolish? How could I ever think I would find Papa here?

I stumble off North Terrace and into Rotunda Park to the marshy banks of Torrens Lake.

Here, people are strolling through the parklands arm in arm, or sitting on the bench seats around the rotunda and along the pathway, and I am consumed with an overwhelming need to be alone – far from people with ordinary lives and families and people who care about them. I head west along the gravel pathway, until I find a secluded bench under a palm tree near the road bridge. I plop down, exhausted.

The waters flow wide here, slow and smooth. Three women in a rowboat glide by, their laughter echoing across the water, disturbing into flight a flock of fat white cockatoos from a weeping willow. Across the lake a plume of smoke wafts through the scrubby bush and river red gums.

It is so peaceful here. I tip my head back and gaze up at the streaky winter sky. Will I ever find Papa? I ask the clouds. Will I ever have a home again? A place where I belong?

My mind drifts to Judith and Beth from Norton Hall, and Beth’s bitter words, about never forgetting and never resting until she gets back home to her family, her voice sharp and full of hurt and hate. I recognised that hurt and hate as well as if I were holding up a mirror to my own anguish, and I wonder now where home is for Beth.

Home, for me, I decide, is with Papa and Annie anywhere, and like Beth, I will never forget and I will not rest until I am reunited with the pair of them.
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The sun has almost set. I sit on the rocky ground beside Mama’s grave. My eyes are fixed on the dirt road leading to the front gates, willing Papa to appear.

The cemetery is empty now and a brisk wind whistles through the trees. I chew on the last chunk of bread I bought on my way back from the river and brush the crumbs from my pinnie. It is time to go.

“See you tomorrow, Mama,” I whisper and then plod across the grass and onto the road.

The hotels along West Terrace are well lit, and a noisy gabble of cheers spill out onto the streets, encouraging me to stick to the cemetery side of the road again until I am directly opposite our old lodgings.

I don’t particularly fancy another night with the rats, but I don’t have any other options.

The front room is lit, so I duck out of view as I scramble down the side path. It is pitch black here. No lamplight. No bicycle. The occupants not yet home, which means I must get inside the shed quickly.

I am just pulling open the door when someone grabs my elbow. I swing round to find the startled face of Mrs Wang.

“It’s you!” she cries.

The sight of this tiny woman with her hunched back and hair a wild white nest upon her head drains the blood from my face. She lets go of my elbow and stands glowering at me with both hands on her slender hips.

“Oh, Mrs Wang!” I say, keeping my voice light, and ignoring the expression on her face that tells me she is indeed still angry with Papa. “It’s been so long! You haven’t seen Papa, have you?”

“No!” she says fiercely. “But I have seen the police. They want you! They say you stole money from those nuns and clothes and bedding from someone else in the hills. I told them you are a good girl.” She takes hold of my arm again.

The news that the police are looking for me shocks the breath out of me. I am a real fugitive. A suspected thief.

“I will take you to police. You can explain.”

“No!” I tug my arm free. “I can’t! You don’t understand. I … I … Papa thinks I’m …”

Mrs Wang goes to grab me again, her lips pressed together with determination. Panicked, I push past her, sending her spinning, and bolt down the side, knocking a startled man off his bicycle as I turn onto the street. I don’t stop. I don’t look back. Not even when I hear Mrs Wang’s desperate shouts. “Come back! Come back, Matilda!”

I drive through the crowd piling out of the hotel on Grote Street and keep running and running and running until I am breathless and doubled over with a stitch.

When I look up, I am astounded. I am in King William Street. But it is a King William Street like I have never seen before. All the buildings are lit with electric lights! People are milling along the street, gazing up at the spectacle. I join them, craning my neck to admire the tiny balls of light that climb up the clock towers of the General Post Office and the Town Hall, the red and blue lights forming stars, colourful lights made into the shape of a crown. It is magical. I am so transfixed, I momentarily forget I am a fugitive, and marvel at the fact that tomorrow is the royal procession and Adelaide is illuminated.

That is, until I glimpse two police officers on horseback clopping down the street towards me.

Heart thudding, I melt into the shadows of the buildings and wait till they pass. Then I duck down the nearest laneway.

My back pressed against a cold brick wall, I slide down into a crouch, reality gnawing at me.

I have nowhere to sleep. No bag. No belongings.

I draw in several deep breaths, but they do nothing to calm me. My head is exploding. I stand and start pacing across the narrow lane, my hands to my head.

I have no blanket.

No half packet of arrowroot biscuits.

I thrust my hand into my pocket and retrieve nothing but that worthless photograph of Sister Agatha.

I have no money.

The police are looking for me!

Oh Papa, I need to find you quickly!

My fingers wrap around Mama’s cross. It is gold. It might be valuable …

No! I tell myself. It’s all I have. It is my last link to my family. I don’t even have my green notebook Papa gave me any more. I tuck the chain under the ruffle around my neck, and vow never to be without it again.

I can’t think straight. Can’t come up with any sort of plan.

But I can’t stay here either.

I must find somewhere to hide tonight, and then tomorrow … tomorrow … well, maybe tomorrow I will have a plan.

I force myself to move on, to see where this laneway takes me.
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A loud slap of doors crashing against a wall.

Men’s voices.

Weak sunlight dancing across my face.

It is morning and I am in trouble.

I lay as still as possible, holed up in a wooden rowboat in a boathouse not far from Rotunda Park. It was a fluke I found it. I was heading for the rotunda, but somehow took a wrong turn and missed the park but found the rowing club buildings instead. There was a lamp or two along the waterfront and even though the boathouse was back in the shadows, I glimpsed a side door stuck slightly ajar. My first lucky break. Or so I thought.

Thump. Thud. Crash.

The men are inside now. One whistles a shrill high-pitched tune. The other coughs. I pray they aren’t planning to take out the boat I’m in.

“That mist will be mighty chilly on the water.”

“It’ll lift soon. You right? Okay. Up!”

Grunts and groans. Wood clunking and creaking.

The sound of a boat at the other end of the shed being dragged out.

I stiffen my body and hold my breath, and wait for the doors to close, so I can make my escape. But the doors don’t close, which probably means more rowers are on their way. I count to one hundred and then peek up from my wooden hideaway.

No one.

I launch myself out of the boat and out of the shed. That was close.

Mist swirls along the edges of the river. Already, three long rowboats with lines of rowers are gliding along the still water. I scratch my head and lick my lips. I must appear quite the ragamuffin.

My eyes trace along the foreshore pathway. East will take me to Rotunda Park with its fancy people enjoying a morning promenade. I go west instead, until I find a secluded spot among some marshy reeds, kneel at the river edge and reach into the cold murky water. I can’t remember the last time I washed my face! I scrub at my cheeks. Rub my finger over my teeth. Clean out the dirt caked into the creases in my hands and under my fingernails. My hair is a tangled mess; I undo what’s left of my plait, use my fingers as a brush and try to tame it as best I can. It’s a rough job. I brush off a few twigs and leaves caught in the frills of my pinnie during my wild escapade through the park last night, and I’m done.

Magpies warble from trees on the far bank and smaller birds chitter in the bare branches nearby. I am sorely tempted to sit here among the reeds and enjoy the peace. But how can I have any sort of peace when Papa thinks I’m dead and Annie is ill and stuck at Brushwood?

This reality forces me to leave my riverside sanctuary and face the city streets once again. My steps are heavy this morning, weighed down with the futility of what I am about to do. It will be like looking for one tiny black ant in a nest of thousands of tiny black ants. But I must keep trying.

Already there are white helmeted soldiers dressed in fancy blue uniforms gathering outside the railway yards. Police officers stand on the corner, directing carriages and carts away from North Terrace. I do a quick about-face.

Down King William Street men in top hats, women in fine bonnets and capes and coats, young girls in frills with ribbons in their hair and boys in little suits line the footpath. I feel more of a ragamuffin than before.

A welcome banner spans the entrance to Rundle Street, which is ablaze with colour. There are so many streamers and tiny flags – red, yellow, blue – strung across the street it is difficult to see the sky above. Every pole and rail is wound with ribbons or greenery or flowers. Above me an enormous crown hangs from wire. The footpath is awash with people. How will I find Papa when the city is filling up so quickly? I spy a number of police officers, milling along the edges of the street helping to put up wooden barriers to keep onlookers to the path. I fold into the crowd, worrying how I will be able to keep away from the police when they are standing on every corner, patrolling every street. My eyes fall on a large well-dressed family, the mother carrying a wicker picnic basket. Just the sight of it makes me dizzy with hunger.

I turn away from them, only to spy a street cart popping bags of popcorn. The buttery, salty aroma makes my mouth water. I stand out of the way and watch. A handsome couple with three very small children, all seemingly uncomfortable in their Sunday best, gather around the cart. I watch as the seller scoops up the golden nuggets of corn into a bag and places it on the counter. He turns back to the popping machine for the next bag, fills it and places it too on the counter, and turns back. Two of the children start to squabble, demanding they get the first bag. The mother bends down to speak to them. That’s the moment hunger makes me bold and I decide to take my chance. I saunter up, and reach out to grab one bag off the counter.

But I can’t.

I veer right suddenly, nearly knocking over one of the children, and then run off, shame hurtling me along the pavement. What have I become?
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The city thrums with excitement. It pulses with music. Bands play. Children sing.

Don’t give up now, Tilda, Mama’s voice tells me. And even though I believe it to be an impossible task, I continue my search for Papa, my stomach hollow with hunger.

He’s here somewhere, Mama says.

But where, Mama?

I force my way through a crowded lane and onto Wakefield Street. The entire street is swarming with schoolchildren. Which turns my thoughts immediately to Brushwood and Sister Agatha and the promise to bring some girls to the procession. The mere thought of Sister being in the city makes me bristle, my pulse quicken. I should scarper away, find another street to search, but instead I stand on a bench and crane my neck, searching up and down the street for that familiar stiff figure in her black habit, my fingers crossed that if she is here, I will see her before she sees me.

And, boyo, there she is! I would know that walk anywhere. It sends shivers down my spine. She is hurrying along on the other side of the street, behind the lines of children and teachers. Three girls scurry behind her. My heart thuds painfully against my chest and my face breaks into a sweat despite the cold. I should get down, disappear into the mob and get well away. But I can’t. I’m utterly transfixed.

She is almost out of view when she finds a break in the crowd and pushes the three girls to the front against the railings. I leap off the bench and weave through the throng until I am in line with Sister and the girls. I want to see who is with her, so I position myself behind a shop post covered in greenery and peek across the street.

Sister grabs my attention first. I am sorry Sister Geraldine, but I only have hate in my heart for that woman. She has a sour expression on her face, her head held high and her arms hidden under her apron. That brings a smile as I imagine all the things Annie would think she might be hiding. A likeness of the Duke worn thin from Sister’s kissing lips? A bunch of roses for the Duchess, their thorns dripping with poison sticking into Sister’s fingers? One thing she doesn’t have hidden there is her family photograph. That thought brings a smug grin to my face.

Then my eyes fall on the three girls standing, shoulders slumped in front of her – the competition winners, no doubt. It is Martha – which is a surprise, because she seemed too busy with the little ones to do a project. And Gertie, wearing her amazing flowery bonnet, which makes me happy. The third is holding Martha’s hand and hiding behind her. It is obviously one of the youngsters. Martha tugs on her charge’s hand and shoves her forwards so she can see. I gasp. It is Doris. Tears well at the sight of her. All three are dressed in the best-looking clothes I have ever seen on an inmate from Brushwood. They even have ribbons at the ends of their plaits. But there is something very wrong with the picture I’m viewing. All three don’t look one bit happy to be here. There are no smiles. No excited eyes. No Doris jumping about on the end of Martha’s hand. They stand in an awkward huddle behind the barrier, looking glum.

Perhaps I am projecting my own misery upon them? Perhaps they are overwhelmed by all the people? I am pondering these possibilities when my heart almost stops. Doris glances across the road and spots me. Her possum eyes widen and her mouth drops open. I shake my head, put my finger to my lips and fix her with a look, willing her not to say anything, not to do anything that will give me away.

We are standing there gawking at each other when loud cheers erupt from further up the road. Soldiers on horseback have turned into the street. The procession is on its way. Fancy decorated carriages and uniformed men on horseback clop towards us. The band outside the Fire Station starts up “God Save the King” and the crowd cheers and yells and waves and sings. Bells ring. It is so loud, I can’t hear myself think. But I don’t take my eyes off Doris. Even when the royal carriage passes by and the crowds go wild at the sight of the Duke and Duchess, I keep my eyes on Doris and Doris keeps her eyes on me. She is trying to tell me something, I just don’t know what.

A few carriages and escorts on horseback follow the royal couple and then it is over. The street is joyous. Laughing. Singing. Cheering. Two women step into the street swinging their skirts and dancing in circles in celebration.

Martha and Gertie stand as rigid as two lumps of rock.

Doris drops to the ground, picks up a stick and scratches something into the dirt. Martha grabs her hand, pulls her up and the three vanish into the current of schoolchildren heading off in all directions.

I glimpse Doris just before she disappears. She mouths something and then points to the ground.

I bolt across the road. Two young boys have moved to where Doris was moments ago. I push them aside and crouch down.

Doris has scratched a message. It is already scuffed and marked with footprints. But its message is clear.

ANNIE!
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Fear and panic have me walking in tight circles. Something has happened to Annie. I join the moving tide of schoolchildren and teachers and families and become jammed in the middle. I need to find a way out. I have to return to Brushwood. I am jostled about, elbowed, shoved, squashed between hot bodies. I can’t move, let alone get out.

Church bells peal that it is four o’clock and a cheer erupts from Victoria Square. There is a great flapping of wings as thousands of pigeons are launched into the skies. The seething crowd stops to gape at the black mass of birds as they fly overhead, blocking out the pale winter sun. I put my head down and push my way out onto the road. Once freed, I run with all my might, my boots kicking up dust in my wake.

It is four o’clock and there is a chance that Papa might be at the cemetery, waiting for me by Mama’s grave, but Annie needs me and I can’t let her down.

The parklands and roads beyond East Terrace are choked with waiting carriages and carts and horse trams. I wind through them almost all the way to Kent Town junction. I stop to catch my breath, as an overflowing horse tram approaches from the city. I duck behind some bushes out of sight. I can’t risk Sister Agatha spotting me. Or worse, the police. So I detour from the main roads and zigzag through the back streets.

The night is closing in and the street lamps are being lit when I finally stand outside the gates to Brushwood. I am wobbly like a jellyfish – and I’m not sure if it is from running so far or from fear of what lies ahead. Just the sight of the commanding stone building behind the pointy gates makes my stomach turn over and dread settle into my bones.

I take a moment to collect myself, to summon some resolve from the towering gum trees. You’re strong, Mama says. Annie needs you.

I head straight for the infirmary. It is in darkness. I peek through the window but can’t see anyone inside. Chatter and laughter drift down to me from the main building. The lights are on in the dormitory and I can see movement within. Henrietta passes by a window. Sister Bernice shakes her walking stick at someone. I tiptoe round to the infirmary door and creep inside. It is definitely deserted. Annie’s bed has been stripped bare to the thin grey mattress. Does this mean she’s better? Or has she been taken to the hospital? Is that what Doris was trying to tell me?

Then I am struck with a terrible thought. What if Sister has worked out that Annie knows that she told Papa I was dead? Oh Annie, what trouble have I caused you?

I tiptoe back outside. My eyes trace up through the tangle of branches to the boot room window. I bet Sister has locked her away. The thought of poor sick Annie imprisoned in the cold and dark shoots terror through me. I want to charge right up there this minute. But I know I can’t. I have to be clever about this.

It is almost teatime, so I decide to wait until everyone is in the meals hall before launching my rescue mission. I slink down the side of the main building to hide behind the chicken coop.

Cherry-neck, Layla and Rubarb-pie squawk as I lean against the back wall of the coop, but they settle quickly. My stomach churns with anxiety and anger at the injustice of this whole affair. Sister Agatha will have to pay for this somehow.

But first: Annie.

I tuck my hands into my armpits against the evening chill and wait, letting the familiar Brushwood noises glide by me, willing Sister Catherine to ring those annoying bells.

I can’t wait here any longer. Impatient, I decide to sneak up to the verandah and hide beneath it so I can get inside as soon as the meals hall door closes. I have only taken a few steps when a voice stops me.

“Matilda? Is that you?”

I swivel around. Sister Geraldine is at the laundry shed door, a wicker basket of bedding in her arms.

“Oh, Matilda! What are you doing here? The police are looking for you.”

The disappointment in Sister Geraldine’s voice makes my lips tremble.

“I’ve come to get Annie,” I whisper. “She can’t stay here any longer.”

Sister Geraldine’s whole body slumps. She places the basket on the ground, crosses herself, and rushes towards me, whispering a mumbled prayer under her breath. She slings an arm around my shoulder and guides me to the verandah stairs.

“Sit, here, child,” she says softly. “I have some sad news, I’m afraid.”

My body stiffens. I don’t want to hear what she has to say. I try to wiggle out of her embrace but she holds me tight.

“Annie was very, very ill, Matilda. So very sick and suffering terribly. It pains me dreadfully to have to tell you this but Annie passed. Yesterday morning. She is with God in heaven, sweetheart. At peace.”

I let the words wash over me. Annie? I shake my head furiously, forbidding the words entry.

“No!” I shout, jumping to my feet and backing away from Sister. “It’s not true! It’s a lie. Sister Agatha made it up. She did the same with me. She told Papa I was dead and sent him away. And now she is doing the same with Annie. Where is she? Is she in the boot room? I have to find her!” I am frantic. Sister Geraldine grabs me before I get to the top step. She holds me to her, my face pressed against the scratchy cotton of her tunic. “I’m sorry, Matilda. It is true. I was with her when she took her last breath.”

Sister Geraldine’s betrayal is like a sharp slap to my face. “You are lying. You are in on it with Sister Agatha! Let me go.” I thrash about, but Sister holds me tight.

“What is going on here?” Sister Agatha appears at the top of the stairs. Her viper’s voice sends my rage bubbling up and over. I break free.

“I know what you did!” I shout and launch myself at Sister, arms swinging, fists pummelling into her. Sister Geraldine grabs me and tries to hold me back. Sister Catherine and Sister Mary rush down the stairs to help her. They grab an arm each.

“She told Papa I was dead and now she’s doing the same with Annie.” I am shouting, kicking, squirming, trying to escape.

“The child is out of control,” says Sister Agatha. “Take her to the boot room. Sister Mary, go now and fetch the police. Tell them we have our thief in custody. Then get word to Mr Norton.”

“Come now, Matilda,” croons Sister Geraldine in my ear. “I know it’s a horrible shock, but–”

There are no buts in this. There is no shock. There are just lies and deception and maybe even worse. I will not go quietly. I let fly with an earth-shattering scream.

“TAKE YOUR HANDS OFF HER!”

A new voice cuts through the air.

A voice that silences my screams.

A voice that stops the nuns. That makes them loosen their grip.

A voice that makes Sister Agatha’s face glow white in the moonlight, her brown mole quivering.

A voice that belongs to my papa.
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“Papa!” I run into his arms.

We fold into one another. I drink in his papa smells. I relish his protective arms around me. For a long moment, we don’t say anything. No one says anything. The nuns stand around us, stunned. Slowly, girls emerge, whispering behind their hands and gathering along the verandah and on the stairs. I glimpse Martha and Gertie in the middle of everyone, holding onto each other, their faces washed out with worry.

Finally, Papa whispers, “Oh, Tilda. My Tilda. I found your note at Mama’s grave. You clever girl.” He keeps hugging me, like he never wants to let me go again. And, boyo, I never want to let him go either. “I waited for a while,” he continues, “but when night arrived and you didn’t come, I came straight here to confront Sister.” Papa loosens his hold and looks over at Sister Agatha, who suddenly seems so much older and smaller than only moments ago, the loss of power shrinking her. “Why? Why would you do such a thing?”

Sister Agatha glares at the onlookers. I expect her to bellow at them to go away, but instead she turns her back to them and thrusts her chin towards Papa. “I did it for the child’s own good. I did it for her salvation. You don’t deserve a family. You don’t deserve her.”

How dare she! She is the one who doesn’t deserve a family! Especially after what she has done to Annie. Oh Annie, could it be true? A loud sob escapes into the biting night air as a burning fury rises within me.

I pull free from Papa’s arms and retrieve the crinkled photograph from my pocket. “Does your family deserve you?” I almost spit the words. Papa inhales sharply – he hasn’t heard the hateful part of me before. “Do they know what you have become?”

Sister gasps. Her eyes widen with fear.

The girls on the verandah huddle together, muttering, some lean over the rail to get a closer look.

“What is that?” Papa asks and takes the photo from my grasp.

He stares down at the image and his face falls. He eases himself down onto the step. He is shaking. He looks to Sister Agatha and then to me, tears tracking down his cheeks and into the black bristles of his beard.

“Is this you?” he asks, his fingers rubbing hard against his eyebrow scar.

Sister doesn’t reply.

“Florence told me one of her sisters was a nun, but she rarely spoke of her and I certainly never met her. She was out bush somewhere …”

“Papa?” My voice is unsteady. “What’s going on?” I snuggle in closer to him. Sister Geraldine and Sister Catherine gather beside us, and peer down at the photograph. We all gaze up at Sister Agatha.

“You destroyed my family,” Sister Agatha says. “You took Florence away. Made her leave her faith and shame my parents – caused my father’s death. Mother has never recovered.”

“Your father’s death wasn’t Florence’s fault.” Sudden anger lights Papa’s eyes. “But by Jove, she blamed herself for it regardless. He sent her away. Disowned her.”

“No. It wasn’t Florence’s fault – it was your fault. He was coming after her – to rescue her from the shameful life you were making her live.”

“Stop!” I shout. “Papa?”

Papa lays his arm across my shoulder and draws me in. He points to the young girl on the mother’s knee in the photograph. “This, Tilda love, is your mama, when she was just a youngster. She is Sister Agatha’s baby sister.”

I pull out of Papa’s hold and step away. My head spins wildly. The faces of the girls, the sisters, the buildings, all close in around me.

This is impossible. This can’t be right.

“No!” I try to shout, but my throat is tight and only a hoarse whisper escapes. “No!” I say again, louder this time.

Papa holds my elbows to steady me. “It’s true, Tilda. I never knew. I’m sorry …” He passes me the photograph. I take it with trembling hands. “It’s your mama, sweetheart.”

I swallow hard. I have never seen a likeness of my mama before. I look deep into Papa’s eyes, awash with sadness, but also brimming with love, urging me on, then I stare down into the little girl’s eyes in the photograph.

Mama, is this you? I whisper. Why didn’t you tell me? I can’t quite believe it. I take another long look. Mama had the same long plaits as mine. The same thin mouth. I press the little girl’s cheek against my own. She had been in my pocket all this time and I didn’t know.

My eyes shift from Mama to the young Sister Agatha. Frills and ribbons, flowers through her hair. How could someone look so innocent and become so terrible? How can she be related to my sweet mama? How can Sister Agatha be my aunt? This is all too hard to think through. This is all too impossible.

“You’re my aunt?” I ask, dazed. “Why do you hate me so much?”

“I hate him.” Sister scowls at Papa. “He took my family away. I can’t look at you without being reminded of my dear little sister and how he destroyed her life. When the pair of you walked into my office that day I couldn’t believe it. I looked at you and I felt as though I was looking at Florence. I nearly fainted. And then to hear that she had died too …”

I stand up, trembling – my whole body shaking with shock and confusion. With too many horrible things happening all at once. My eyes search out Sister Geraldine’s. “Annie?” I blub.

Sister nods, her eyes sad. “I’m sorry, Matilda.”

My legs give way beneath me. I collapse to the dirt. “No. Not Annie! Please, not Annie.”

Papa cradles me and rocks me, as Sister Geraldine crouches beside us and tells him how my beautiful Annie has passed away. Hearing the words spoken again only makes it more real. I want to block it out. Block everything out. Annie! I’m so sorry! What will I do without you?

Finally, Papa helps me to my feet, holds me firmly around my waist and slings my arm over his shoulder, to keep me from falling. The shadowy courtyard swirls around me, the faces of the girls and the sisters a jumbled blur.

“Come, Tilda. We are leaving this place right now. I am taking you home.”

I lean into him and take a few wobbly steps, but the crowd on the stairs breaks apart and a small body bounds through. It is Doris. She flings her arms around me. I let go of Papa and hug Doris tightly, stroking her hair, and together we weep for Annie.

Papa whispers, “It’s time, Tilda love.” Sister Catherine gently pulls Doris from me.

“I’ll come back for you, Doris,” I promise, my voice almost gone.

We stagger right past Sister Agatha, slumped on the stairs, her head in her hands. We continue through the courtyard, under the blue gums and out the front gates to a waiting carriage.

As we ride away, the night sky over Adelaide erupts with spiralling, shooting, exploding colour. Red. Yellow. Blue. Fireworks. Adelaide is celebrating. I am numb to it.
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I stand on the pavement outside Brushwood with Papa and am swiftly transported to that tearful day almost eighteen months ago when I first stepped through those pointy gates and my life was sent spiralling down a sorry path.

This time, I am not clutching Papa’s hand. This time, we stand shoulder to shoulder. That’s not to say that I am not filled with trepidation – for most surely I am. Those gates might be wide open, and Sister Agatha may not be anywhere inside, but the memories of what happened in there will always walk with me wherever I go, and the sight of that imposing stone building will always make my insides quiver.

I feast my eyes on the stand of blue gums that reach upwards into the brilliant blue sky. Stand tall, like the mighty blue gums. Mama’s words come back to me. Be strong, Tilda Moss.

I straighten my shoulders, lift my chin and stand as tall as I possibly can. “I’m ready,” I tell Papa and he taps his pipe on the brick wall and pops it into his coat pocket.

“Let’s go then,” he says and we walk through the gates and up the front steps.

The heavy wooden door opens before we can even ring the bell. Sister Catherine beams at us. “Well, what a lovely surprise. I saw you from the dormitory window, and I thought, well, if that doesn’t make today bang up to the elephant, then I don’t know what will.”

Papa looks puzzled at Sister Catherine’s strange turn of phrase, but it only makes my eyes moist, as memories of Annie flood me once again. We laughed so hard whenever Sister Catherine used that phrase.

“I know I am a sight for sore eyes,” says Sister Catherine, “but I don’t usually make people cry. Now come inside and take the load off, while I fetch Sister Geraldine.”

As we step through the entry and out onto the verandah corridor, girls chanting their times tables float by us, and my knees feel weak. Maybe this was a mistake. Maybe it’s too soon.

“Papa, I–”

I don’t get to finish because Sister Geraldine, my Fountain of Calm, is gliding down the passageway towards us, her tunic and veil billowing behind her.

“Matilda, Mr Moss, you came!” she says as she approaches. “I am so very pleased. Come through to my office.”

We walk with Sister past the schoolroom. I keep my eyes straight ahead. I’m not ready to see anyone yet. “We have a new teacher,” Sister Geraldine says. “Sister Maria. She is quite young, but the girls seem to be responding well to her. You might also be interested to know that we have a new sister supervising the dormitory – Sister Francine. It was getting a bit much for Sister Bernice.”

We skirt past the chapel and through the open door into Sister’s office. My mouth is dry and my fingers tremble at my sides. There have been many changes at Brushwood in the last few weeks, but this office hasn’t changed at all; it is exactly as it was when Sister Agatha was head nun.

Above the wooden desk, Jesus still looks down at me from his cross, though he doesn’t seem to be frowning any more. I shake my head to rid it of my wild imaginings, and fidget with Mama’s cross, remembering that dreadful moment when Sister Agatha took it from me – the first ominous sign that life at Brushwood was not going to be as Papa had promised.

“Take a seat,” Sister Geraldine says. Papa and I sit on the stiff wooden chairs in front of Sister’s desk. “How are you keeping, Matilda? Have you started back at school yet?”

“Not yet, Sister,” I say. “Next week. I’m going to Sturt Street – my old school.”

“That’s wonderful news. They will be lucky to have you back.”

Papa pulls out a small package wrapped in brown paper from his coat pocket. He slides it across the table towards Sister Geraldine. “This is for you,” he says.

Warmth creeps up my neck and across my face. “It’s the money I … I … took,” I say. “Well, most of it anyway. I couldn’t bear to think that anyone would go hungry because I had taken the last of your money.”

Sister Geraldine’s face turns tomato red, but she is smiling widely. “That is very much appreciated, Matilda.”

“And, Sister …” I stop, stare down at my fingers trembling in my lap, the question I need to ask stuck fast in my throat. Sister Geraldine waits patiently. I swallow hard. “Did me taking the money … did it mean … did it mean that you couldn’t afford to call a doctor for–”

“A doctor was called,” Sister interrupts kindly. “Annie was just too ill. There was very little he could do.”

My cheeks are hot and my head spins. “Thank you, Sister, for being with Annie at the end.” I take a gulp of air. It is hard to say her name out loud. Sister smiles at me and nods her head serenely. I take several more calming breaths, then continue. “Papa says we need to mend things before we can start over properly. We stopped at the post office on the way here and thanked Joshua Jones for helping me that night. He’s still pretty sad about Annie. And I’ve sent back the clothes and blanket to Mr Norton – with a note of apology, of course.”

“That is all very good and kind of you,” says Sister Geraldine. “That big heart of yours at work.”

My chin drops to my chest. “But I filled it with hate, Sister, and I’m truly sorry.”

“It was not your fault, Matilda. Sister Agatha treated you with terrible cruelty. But let’s not dwell on that, shall we? She will never be allowed here again. She can’t hurt you any longer.” Sister pauses, opens her top drawer and pulls out a wrapped package. “I have something for you now.”

“What is it?”

“Open it and see.”

I untie the string and pull off the paper. My eyes fall on the grubby green cover of my notebook and my heart begins to kick hard. I thought I had lost it forever.

Sister Geraldine’s smile lights her whole face. “Mrs McGregor dropped by only a few days ago and brought it with her. You’ll also be pleased to know that she has secured a new scribe for Mr Norton. A young lass from Ashton. Mr Norton said you may have only been with them for a short while, but you made a world of difference to his life. He was disappointed to hear that you wouldn’t be returning.”

“Thank you, Sister,” I say and hug the notebook to my chest. “We can share our stories now, Papa.” I flick through the creamy pages and my eyes fall on Annie’s opinions. I close it back up quickly. “Sister, can you show me … can you take me to …” I can’t finish the sentence. But I don’t need to.

“Of course.” Sister Geraldine stands. “I will take you.”

“Can you wait here for me, Papa?” I ask. I have some things I need to say to Annie, and I need to be alone to say them.

Papa winks at me. “Of course, Tilda love,” he says and reaches into his coat pocket for his pipe.

I follow Sister Geraldine down the stairs into the back courtyard. The smell of boiling cabbage wafts from the kitchen, and Rhubarb-pie, Layla, and Cherry-neck cluck and squabble as Sister Catherine tosses some scraps into their run. My boots crunch on the gravel and my heartbeat throbs in my head as Sister leads me past the woodshed and through the scraggly garden to the little cemetery. She stops by a new cross, painted white, beside a thick shrub covered in tiny yellow flowers. Annie’s favourite colour. She squeezes my arm and says softly, “You were a wonderful friend, Matilda. Annie loved you.” And then she is gone.

I stare at the white cross with Annie’s name painted carefully in black. My breath comes in rasping gulps and then I am on my knees, my head resting on the grassy mound. “Oh Annie,” I cry into the dirt and sticks and grass. “I am so sorry that I didn’t make it back in time to save you. And I’m sorry I asked you to help me that night. I should never have got you mixed up in all my problems with Sister Agatha …”

I lie beside Annie and pour out my heart, until I notice Sister Catherine bounding from the vegetable patch towards the belltower. I push myself to my knees, pull a note from my pinnie pocket and place it next to Annie’s cross. I find a good flat rock to hold it down.

“For you, Annie,” I say, dusting the dirt from my hands and swiping the wetness from my face with my pinnie. “To fill you in on everything that’s happened – I know you’d want to know all the details about Sister Agatha forging that letter about Papa and how she has been sent away out bush somewhere and how I found Papa – or how he found me.”

The bell for lunch sounds across the yard. “Sorry that you still have to listen to those bells.”

“Tilda! Tilda!” an excited voice shouts from the verandah steps. Little Doris takes a flying leap down, lands unsteadily in the courtyard, bolts through the garden to the graveyard, then flings her arms around me.

“I miss you, Doris,” I say, wishing there was some way I could help Doris reunite with her sister and get out of Brushwood. “Do you like the new teacher?”

“She’s strict and her voice is scratchy,” Doris replies, looking up at me with bright possum eyes. “Did Sister Geraldine tell you my news?”

“What news?”

“I’m getting adopted – and Molly too! Sister Geraldine made it happen. She said families should never be separated.”

“Oh Doris, that is the most wonderful news I have heard for a long time.” I hug her tight.

“Why are you crying then?”

“These are happy tears. Happy tears for you and Molly.”

“The family live in North Adelaide. Will you come and visit me one day?”

“I most certainly will.”

I see Papa at the top of the steps, so I walk arm in arm with Doris back to the convent building. “Better get inside the meals hall before Sister Mary closes the door.”

Doris gives me another fierce hug and scampers to join the end of the line. I take Papa’s hand and lead him down the steps towards Annie.

“Papa, I have someone I would like you to meet,” I say. “I know you will love her.”
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The sun is low in the sky as Papa and I sit on the narrow porch at the front of our lodgings in Gilbert Street – one I had actually walked right past and peered through the curtains looking for Papa! I knew I was close. We don’t have any daisies in pots yet, and there is no lemon tree or room even for a tiny vegetable patch, but I have Papa and that is what matters most. I am home.

“Looking forward to starting back at Sturt Street tomorrow?” Papa asks. He puffs pipe smoke into the air as he turns the page of the newspaper stretched out across his knees.

“Yes,” I answer simply. But it won’t be the same without Annie, I say in my head. The loss of Annie is still raw. I think it always will be. It feels as if I have lost a vital part of me, like an arm or a leg.

Papa and I visited Mama at West Terrace Cemetery yesterday. We filled her in on what had happened. I told her that I was working on forgiving Sister Agatha, especially as she was Mama’s older sister. I told her that I realise now that Sister didn’t break me. It was hate that did it – snapped me in two like those dry twigs for kindling. That’s what made me lose sight of what I knew to be true. And that’s what made Sister do all the terrible things she did too. Hate. Sister Geraldine was right when she warned me about filling my heart with hate.

While we were sitting with Mama, Papa and I read to each other our first entries from our notebooks. Papa’s writing is so vivid, I felt as if I was on that ship with him as it crossed the Indian Ocean. I can see where my love of words comes from. Papa read Annie’s opinions and said that he is grateful I had such a wonderful friend to help me through all the hard times.

I run my fingers over the two green-covered books on the porch table beside me: one, my treasured book of poems that Sister Geraldine gave me, which we retrieved from the shed at Mrs Wang’s; and the other my soft leather-covered notebook. Sister Geraldine said that Annie would want me to put my thoughts down in words. She said I should continue to seek inspiration from the poems of Emily Dickinson and that I had a talent I should not ignore. She is kindness and grace wrapped in a bow, that woman.

I untie the leather straps of my notebook and pick up my fountain pen.


Facts of Brushwood

Final entry by Matilda Moss, in memory of Annie Smith


During my time at Brushwood, I collected facts about my life there and recounted them within these creamy pages as accurately and as dispassionately as I was able. I endeavoured not to let emotion colour my reporting, but I was not always successful. Thankfully, I no longer reside at Brushwood and never will again, but this notebook is not complete without one final entry. And I make no apologies for mingling emotion with fact in this instance, because this entry comes directly from my heart – a place I am coming to realise from where the very best writing emerges. This final entry is dedicated to Annie Smith.

Annie was sunshine and sunflowers – the colour yellow. She was joy like the smell of the bush after rain and eating honey on bread straight from the oven. She was as strong and dependable as the vast blue gums that towered over us. She was my protector, co-conspirator and confidante. Annie knew exactly the words to cheer me when I was downhearted and could find humour even in our darkest moments, and I doubt I will ever meet someone as loyal and as brave my whole life through.

I couldn’t rescue her in time and we never came to be “real” sisters, but Annie will always live in my heart. She will always be my very best friend.

Annie would say that I am being soppy and sentimental and that I should give it a rest. Well, I say. Me? Sentimental. That’s darn right. Get used to it, because I will never forget you, Annie Smith. And that’s a fact.
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This story is a work of fiction, but it is a work of fiction inspired by the life of my grandmother, Doris Gwendolyne Moss. The irony is that I never met my grandmother and I know virtually nothing about her young life.

My grandmother was born in New Zealand in 1896 and came to Adelaide when she was about twelve months old. Her mother, Matilda Louisa Moss, whose beautiful name I borrowed for my main character, gave birth to a son, Claude, in 1898, and then died three months later. She is buried in a pauper’s grave at West Terrace Cemetery, Adelaide. I know very little about my grandmother’s life from this point until she married my grandfather when she was eighteen. I know that Claude was adopted by Moss relatives in New Zealand and that her father, Clement Moss, served in the Boer War and eventually started a new life in England, where he remarried and had four children. (One of the great joys of my life has been meeting his two very elderly daughters, who knew nothing of my grandmother, but who along with many other Moss relatives, welcomed me wholeheartedly into their family.) What happened to my grandmother as a child remains a mystery, except for one important detail – that she was a child inmate at Abbotsford Convent in Melbourne in the early 1900s.

Frustrated with the inability to uncover many details of my grandmother’s childhood, I embarked on writing a story that would explore the challenges of life in the late nineteenth and very early twentieth centuries, so I could perhaps better understand why my great grandfather abandoned his little daughter and what that might have been like for her. Of course, what happened to Matilda in this novel bears no resemblance to what happened to my grandmother – it is all a product of my imagination – but for me, in a weird and hard to explain way, Tilda is an intensely personal story.

The Sisters of Benevolence and the Brushwood Convent and Orphanage for Girls are also products of my imagination, though they are modelled on similar orders and institutions in Adelaide during the late 1800s. Matilda suffers greatly at Brushwood, but the young inmates of many of these real institutions lived through much worse circumstances and often suffered terrible abuses, which I feel the need to acknowledge here. I am deeply saddened for those who suffered at the hands of those entrusted to care for them. Likewise, I am also deeply saddened for the Kaurna people of the Adelaide Plains whose land was stolen during colonisation and who endured dispossession, separation and prolonged suffering, often forced to live in camps, reserves or missions.

To the best of my ability, I have tried to be true to the period generally and to depict life as it was in 1901, weaving in the major events that occurred during that time. The SA Citizen Bushmen Contingent left Adelaide for South Africa on the SS Maplemore on 7 March 1900 and returned on the SS Morayshire on 3 June 1901, and one soldier was taken directly to hospital. And while the Duke and Duchess of York and Cornwell visited Adelaide as part of their Australian tour, after opening the first Australian Parliament in Melbourne, they didn’t arrive in Adelaide until 9 July 1901. I have taken some licence here and fiddled with the timeline so that these two events could happen closer together and be part of the narrative. The photos and records of the visit created an historic scene that was too vivid and too good to leave out of Matilda’s story. The Nimble Ninepence was a variety store on King William Street owned by members of the Solomon family. It burned to the ground in 1871, not 1899.
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I am deeply grateful to the May Gibbs Literature Trust, whose support during the month I spent in Norwood on my 2019 Creative Time Residential Fellowship researching this novel was so vital to the writing of this book.

While in Adelaide, I walked from West Terrace Cemetery through the streets of Adelaide city to Norwood many times, I traversed the routes of the horse trams, tramped through the surrounding parklands, took a drive through the hills, marvelled at the majestic blue gums and stood in awe before the gorgeous bluestone buildings everywhere.

I also met many wonderful people who generously offered their time, assistance and knowledge. In particular, I would like to thank Denise Schumann, Cultural Heritage Adviser, at City of Norwood Payneham & St Peters Cultural Heritage Centre; Nicola Brewer, Executive Assistant, Tabor College, Millswood, SA (the former Goodwood Orphanage); the staff at the SA State Library, the Unley Museum, and SA Salvation Army, Fullerton (formerly The Girls’ Probationary School); Peter Skinner, historian, and Shane Lampre, consultant, at West Terrace Cemetery. Any mistakes are my own.

I would also like to thank Gaye Braiding, Education Officer at NSW Schoolhouse Museum, North Ryde who helped me better understand education in 1900 Australia. Many thanks to Trove and the multitude of wonderful online resources available for at-home (and locked down) researchers. And, of course, deep gratitude to the poetry of Emily Dickinson that inspired the heart of the story and kept me going when doubts threatened to overwhelm.

Huge thanks to my agent Pippa Masson for her continued care of my career and valued advice and feedback. Thanks also to my publishers Walker Books Australia, in particular Linsay Knight, former Head of Publishing, whose encouragement and support over the last five years has been very much appreciated, and to new Publisher, Clare Hallifax, for ensuring smooth sailing and ongoing support. Massive gratitude to my extraordinary editor, Kristina Schulz, whose guidance, care and insightful feedback has helped me get the most out of this story. Much appreciation for the talents of designer, Jo Hunt and illustrator Martina Heiduczek, for the beautiful cover, and heartfelt thanks to Megan Daley for reading Tilda and providing such a gorgeous endorsement, the words of which I will always treasure.

And, as always, much love and gratitude to my beautiful friends and family.
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Sue Whiting is an award-winning children’s and YA author and editor who has worked in publishing for two decades. Sue was senior commissioning editor and publishing manager for Walker Books Australia for many years before leaving in 2016 to concentrate on her writing. As a storyteller and schools’ performer, Sue has informed, inspired and entertained thousands of kids across the country. She is also a freelance children’s book editor and writing coach, and the author of numerous books, including the bestselling Missing, the award-winning A Swim in the Sea and a number of CBCA Notable books. Sue’s novel The Book of Chance was shortlisted for the 2021 CBCA Book of the Year Awards and was awarded Highly Commended in the 2021 Davitt Awards.
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