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CHAPTER 1

A PERFECTLY SAFE ADVENTURE?

The school’s boarding house smelled of sweaty joggers and Kayla’s Genuine Goat’s Milk shampoo. Ming Qong, traveller into the past and girl who’d changed the world (twice!) glanced through the window of the cubicle opposite her bed, but the blue light she’d thought she glimpsed shimmering above the bicycle shed had gone.

That blue light might mean danger, and adventure. It might be Herstory, ready to fling her back into the past again — or checking that Ming had kept her promise to write the stories of girls in the past who’d changed the world, the stories that never made it into the history books, the ones that focused on ‘history’ — on the deeds of men.

Had anyone else seen the blue shimmer? She thought probably not: all the lights were out in the other cubicles too, though Ming was pretty sure Kayla was still texting under the bedclothes.

Ming shivered. Ever since the last time Herstory had flung her into the past and then brought her back she’d had a strange feeling someone — or some thing — was watching her. History’s sister was probably always surveying the story of humanity — but that was different from specifically spying on her.

Ming lay back and stared through the darkness at the ceiling.

Not long ago, she’d been in the 1890s. She’d changed the world as she fought beside women and girls from that time who had battled for decades to slowly win more rights for women. Straight after that she and her brother had been thrust back into World War I. She’d changed the world as a spy with more courageous girls and women.

She’d been scared. She’d been hungry. She and Tuan had nearly died when the enemy blew up the house she and her brother had been hiding in. Then Herstory had brought them back to the present.

Suddenly they’d been safe again. But Tuan just muttered ‘forget it’ whenever Ming tried to talk to him about those weeks in the past. He had been badly injured, smuggled out of hospital and hidden in a cellar to stop his being deported as a slave worker to Germany. Ming had faced danger, but it had been adventure, too. Tuan had just known darkness, pain and terror.

Ming had sworn she and Tuan would fight to change their own world, too, but all Tuan would say when Ming tried to talk to him about that was how they needed a good education first. Maybe during the holidays they could volunteer with protecting the endangered turtles that laid their eggs on the beach right in the middle of the ore refinery area at Port Hedland at home.

Ming rolled over, trying to find the magic position that would send you to sleep. It was hard to settle back to school routine when you’d helped to blow up a trainload of deadly gas and escaped from a tiger. On the other hand, at school she had three (boring) meals a day and was in absolutely no danger of being shot by a firing squad or buried in a dust storm.

It was safe. It was also dull. How could anyone change the world stuck there in school?

Ming wanted to change the world NOW! So far she’d achieved a sixteen out of twenty for her history project on how women had fought for the vote in Australia. Sixteen out of twenty! She’d been there! She knew heaps more about the subject than Mr Boors and his history books.

At least she’d received twenty out of twenty for her term sustainability project, with a big red Good work, Ming! written on the cover page.

But Miss Simla had looked startled when Ming asked if the school would use the school carpark to actually try out her idea of covering the world’s concrete with roofs of green vines — grapes, ivy, even kiwi fruit — to help stop global warming.

What was the point of coming up with ideas to change the world if you couldn’t do anything?

Ming rolled back and glanced out the cubicle window again. The light was back! She sat up as the blue shimmer swelled into a glowing mist, coming closer, and closer still towards the dorm. Suddenly Herstory walked through what should have been the wall, then sat herself comfortably on the windowsill. She looked just like she had a few weeks ago: silver haired, purple robed, both young and very old.

The world stopped. No, Time has stopped, Ming thought, as Herstory grinned at her. The rustles of bedclothes, the thumps of the possum up in the school roof, the mutter of the TV from Miss Simla’s room at the end of the corridor had disappeared. As always, History’s sister looked both close and incredibly far away.

‘Bored?’ asked Herstory. Ming could hear the laughter in her voice.

‘Yes,’ said Ming frankly. She’d been through too much now to fear Herstory, especially now she knew how much Herstory really cared about women and their stories.

Herstory shook her head. ‘Most people live in a little box of the present, neither gazing back nor looking forwards. The past is a fascinating place. How can you imagine your future if you don’t know the past?’

Ming nodded. Despite all the history she had studied the past had been totally different from anything she had expected.

Herstory raised an eyebrow, the blue light shimmering around her. ‘Do you want to go back?’

‘To another time?’ There was no place for Ming now with the friends she’d made on her two previous escapades. It was sad to think she would never see Flo or Marie again, but good to know they’d led happy, fulfilled lives.

And that they’d changed the world.

‘Could I go to a . . . a less dangerous place this time?’ asked Ming tentatively.

It wasn’t that she was afraid exactly. But too much had happened, too fast and often violently, in her other adventures. When Herstory had promised to send her to the past she’d dreamed of being a princess in a castle who stopped an invasion, maybe even a young female pharaoh who had invented paper made from papyrus.

‘A safe place, too,’ Ming added quickly, because after all there were crocodiles in ancient Egypt, and battles with chariots and spears.

‘You’d like to visit a safe, comfortable place where you can watch a girl change the world?’

Ming nodded. ‘Yes please.’

Herstory grinned again. But there was something about this grin . . .

‘The past is never entirely safe,’ Herstory said lightly. ‘Plus there’re no dentists, mobile phones to call for help. Poverty. Diseases and accidents without antibiotics.’

‘A lot of the world is still like that,’ said Ming.

‘But you’re lucky enough to be comfortable here. Still want to go?’

‘You won’t send me to a war this time? Or anywhere with tigers?’

‘Definitely no wars, and no tigers either. No sea monsters and no volcanos erupting.’

‘Then yes,’ said Ming quickly, in case she chickened out. The past was enormous. Suddenly all she could think about were ancient shipwrecks and Vikings or Saxons or Genghis Khan’s hordes invading and killing everyone . . .

Herstory held out her hand. Six blue time drops glowed even brighter than the light that shone around her. ‘Close your eyes, Ming Qong,’ she ordered, throwing the stones so the ceiling glowed with blue light.

Ming closed her eyes quickly, clenching her fists to stop her hands trembling. She had only just survived last time! This might be the most stupid thing she had ever done . . .

The world shifted. And began to rock. Ming was sitting up, not lying on her bed. She was pretty sure she wasn’t in her pyjamas any more, either.

‘Now open them.’ Herstory’s voice sounded infinitely far away.

Ming opened her eyes. And screamed.




CHAPTER 2

THE SHIP

She was on a chair on a ship. A sinking ship, leaping and rolling in the waves! All Ming could see through the brass-rimmed, wooden porthole was a vast green wall of water flecked with foam.

The ship lurched upwards again. The green porthole showed blue sky for a few seconds, then met another wave, up and down, sea and sky, the splash and clash of water. No, not sinking, Ming thought in relief, or not yet, anyway, despite the furious sea.

Maybe Herstory had kept her promise, and this adventure would be safe, and comfortable, and she wasn’t going to begin it cold and desperate, struggling to survive as wave mountains crashed about her.

She took a breath and started to assess her surroundings. This had to be an olden-days ship. She could hear the creak and flap of sails and rigging. But how far back had she come? A hundred years? A thousand?

There were no engine noises and a lantern hung above a polished wooden table bolted to the floor. The chair with its deep red silk cushions embroidered with darker red dragons was also bolted down. A large metal chest with a rounded top and brass edging embossed with even more dragons was strapped to the wall. A silky Persian-looking rug had been spread across the roughened wood floor. But all of those could be in many places in the past few thousand years.

The bed against the wooden wall was as narrow as her bed back at school, but softer, and her doona had become a pale-blue silk quilt, the fabric so rich and thick it almost looked like water flowing over the bed. Given the raging ocean outside, Ming would have preferred it to have been printed with cats, dogs or bandicoots — land animals, and safe.

The bed was presumably bolted to the floor too, as it didn’t slide as the ship climbed up, up, up, then flung itself downwards with another crack of rigging and timber. Ming clung on hard to the chair, wishing she was bolted to it as well.

How had people dared to sail in these things for hundreds of years! One out of four ships never returned even a hundred and fifty years before her own time, she remembered, lost forever unless the wreckage or skeletons were found hundreds of years later.

The ship wallowed back and forth for a minute then began to climb yet another giant wave. So this is what Herstory thought was ‘not dangerous’ . . .

Ming took a deep breath of mouldy air. It smelled of salt and sweat and what she thought was probably rat, from the scratching and squeaks from under the floorboards.

The ship isn’t going to sink, she told herself. Herstory had promised she’d be safe. Ming just had to hold on! And work out when she was, where she was, who she was — and how she was supposed to help change the world this time.

Okay, who was she?

She looked down. A white tight-waisted silk dress glinted in the green-shadowed light from the porthole, showing a faint embossing of flowers somehow woven into the richness of the fabric, with buttoned lace cuffs and buttoned white boots. Her fingers found a rounded collar of delicate white lace.

She felt her ears, and discovered she wore small pearl earrings. Dad would have a fit if she returned with pierced ears — she wasn’t allowed piercings till she was sixteen. Hopefully the holes would vanish when she got back. A white nightdress lay at the end of the bed, thick cotton this time, trimmed with ruffles which were then trimmed with even more lace. The nightdress and her white silk dress were beautiful.

They also smelled of salt, and sweat too, though not as strongly as the cabin, plus a lot of lavender that didn’t quite cover up the other smells.

The dress was hideously uncomfortable as well. Ming thought wistfully about the comfort of her school uniform. At least it allowed her to move easily. The undergarments she wore now not only squashed her chest flat but were thick and starched as hard as a board, making it impossible to bend at the waist, so she had to sit stiffly erect. There had to be at least two petticoats under the dress — and no underpants.

Aha — that was a clue! The dress seemed early to mid 1800s, at least if the movies she’d seen were more or less correct — and Queen Victoria had made underpants fashionable for women from the late 1840s. This must be before then! The late 1830s? Ming was obviously wealthy, so probably fashionable — the lace seemed to be hand-made and white silk must need a lot of cleaning, presumably by servants. But whose servants? Her own? And who was she?

She glimpsed a polished metal mirror nailed to the wall behind the chair. She turned carefully, grabbing the top of the chair to steady herself as the fragile wooden craft slipped and shuddered then ploughed up yet another wave. She stared at herself in the mirror. Her own face looked back at her — almost. Her familiar black hair was parted in the middle but drawn into two bunches of curls either side of her face, instead of its usual straightness, and as shiny as if it had been oiled. But it was more than just a hairstyle. There was something . . .

Ming shook her head, trying to see what the difference was. That was her own almond-coloured skin, her own blue eyes. Was her nose a bit bigger? Her cheeks thinner?

Suddenly she realised. She looked older! About sixteen, she thought. But she still felt like her younger self. She grinned at the reflection in the mirror. She was going to look pretty in a few years’ time, or at least she would without the silly hairstyle.

The ship slid down another wave, but this one was smaller, though the rats squeaked in alarm and the furniture shook. Men yelled to each other above. Wood creaked, and what she presumed was rigging flapped. The ship seemed to turn, though she wasn’t quite sure how she knew. The sea grew calmer still.

There was a knock on the door. A young woman stood there, holding a long, wide basket, easily keeping her balance on the rocking slippery deck. She seemed to be in her early twenties, tall and broad shouldered and looking almost rectangular in a shapeless brown dress matched with a flat-topped brown headdress with long flaps to her shoulders, almost hiding greasy blonde plaits. Her face was thin and tanned. Her eyes were as blue as Ming’s. She also smelled: an even staler sweaty smell than Ming’s dress, with a strong stench of something else Ming couldn’t identify.

‘Here is our breakfast, Fräulein White,’ she announced in a strong accent. She smiled, suddenly looking pretty despite the shapeless clothes and prominent, very white teeth. ‘It is so kind of you to let me share your breakfast each morning, the English speaking with me and the reading and writing teachings. Already I am so much learning!’

Was the young woman a stewardess, or Fräulein White’s maid? At least Ming knew her own name now, or at least her surname.

‘Er, I like your company, Fräulein,’ she said, as the young woman took the thick white cloth that covered the basket and laid it on the table, draping it over the raised edges that must stop the plates sliding off — at least when the sea was relatively calm.

The young woman smiled again. ‘I have said before, you must Hilde be calling me, not Fräulein, as I am paid to serve you on this voyage. I am most well paid too,’ she added with satisfaction. ‘See the cook has for you fresh breads again been making!’

Hilde laid out a smaller basket of rolls, along with a china dish of butter, a jar of marmalade covered with oilcloth tied on with string, a fine plate, two china cups and saucers, silver cutlery and silver teapot, a pot of hot water and a silver sugar basin with a dragon design, followed by a plate of sliced, dark-looking ham and, finally, with the air of a magician, two eggs in silver teacups designed to look like two small dragons holding the eggs up into their hands. ‘You have eggs for breakfast too! The hens, they have laid this morning, despite the storm.’

‘Thank you,’ said Ming, looking at the feast.

‘Almost I had to run to bring the breads safe from the cook house,’ said Hilde. ‘The other girls have not bread tasted since we set sail. All we get below is biscuit, biscuit, biscuit und corned beef, und oat porridge. I have never white bread eaten before I came on this ship,’ she admitted. ‘It is most good!’

‘You must eat some breads, I mean bread, today. Please, sit down before they get cold,’ said Ming. She needed to find out more and quickly and, besides, how could she eat all the white rolls when this pleasant young woman had been living on ship’s biscuit and corned beef?

Ming knew that well-off passengers in the past often brought their own animals on voyages, a goat for milk, hens for eggs and meat, even pigs and cattle. They would bring their own supplies of other foods too. She doubted the tea and sugar were provided in the ship’s fare, or perhaps only to first-class passengers, as presumably she was.

Hilde looked longingly at the steaming rolls. ‘You’re sure, Fräulein White? The breads were just for you made.’

‘Quite sure.’ Ming passed her a plate, put two of the fresh rolls on it, then offered her the butter. ‘Will you have an egg too? One is plenty for me. And some of the ham?’

The young woman’s eyes filled with tears. ‘You have been so good to me. No one is so good, ever! No one in our village has interest in a girl who has no dowry, a girl who must work guarding her father’s sheep. A good girl works in the home, not in the fields, but my father has no sons to do the work. Although,’ Hilde flashed a grin at Ming, ‘I like in the fields being, much better than the stone floor scrubbing. I am most fond of sheeps too. I can read and write now, and all from you! Never did I think a girl like me might learn to read and write. My father would think it most improper for a girl that knowledge to have.’

‘Everyone should be able to read and write,’ said Ming.

Hilde shook her head. ‘Any woman who said that in my village would be whipped or locked in the stocks by the village pond for people to throw rubbish at her, for having such ideas.’ She wiped her eyes quickly. ‘Almost I wish we were not near the end of the voyage. The sailors say the storm last night pushed us most well, so we may even reach port tomorrow!’

‘Good,’ said Ming, wondering how to find out what port they were going to, and in what country. Somewhere they spoke German perhaps? What was the wealthy Fräulein White doing on this ship, all alone, except for a girl who was obviously only a temporary maid for her?

Hilde took one of the hot rolls and spread it thickly with butter. ‘Oh, ist so gut!’ Hilde closed her eyes for a moment as she nibbled the bread. ‘It was always black bread at home, most healthful, but white bread, it is wunderbar, wonderful I mean.’ Hilde smiled at Ming. ‘I must be only English be speaking, for that will be my new language now.’

Thank goodness, thought Ming. She only knew a few words of German. She realised Hilde was studying Ming’s hands in between mouthfuls of softboiled egg, ham, bread and butter. Ming glanced at them. ‘Is anything wrong with my fingers?’

Hilde flushed. ‘No. It is just that they are so soft, so pretty.’ She held out her own hands, stained and callused and, though obviously well washed, smelling strongly of that almost familiar stench Ming couldn’t quite recognise. ‘Sometimes I dream I have soft hands and a home of my own. But it is no use to dream of such things.’

Someone else knocked on the door. Hilde rose and opened it. A sailor stood there, barefoot, in a coarse dull shirt and trousers, his face unshaven. ‘We’ve brought your beasts up from the hold, Miss Hilde. Captain wanted to know where you were.’

‘I have forgot my duty!’ said Hilde repentantly. She flashed a small smile at Ming. ‘But it was such a good Frühstück . . . I am meaning the good breakfast.’

She went out and shut the door behind her.

Hmmm, thought Ming, nibbling the last of the rolls — they were heavy and slightly sour, but she was hungry. It had just occurred to her that ‘safe and comfortable’ might mean something very different to a being who knew the whole of human past — the female side of it, anyway. As Herstory said, most of the past was not safe or comfortable, at least not by the standards of Ming’s life.

At least, hopefully, if they were near port, they were less likely to be shipwrecked or become becalmed and run out of food or all die from a plague of typhoid.

But what were the ‘beasts’ on board? Dragons? No, they weren’t real, Ming reminded herself. Hippopotamus being fetched for a zoo? Herstory had promised ‘no tigers’ . . . hadn’t she?

Ming gazed around the cabin. Her first task though was to find out who and when she was. Or rather, who and when was Fräulein White?




CHAPTER 3

WHO IS FRÄULEIN WHITE?

Ming had been herself in her last journey to the past, when she and her twin, Tuan, had landed in Belgium in World War I. She had shared the life of Flo Watson, from outback New South Wales, in the first one. She’d even had access to Flo’s memories.

But she remembered nothing at all about Fräulein White. Why not? she wondered.

The chest was the obvious place to look for clues. Ming lifted the latch, feeling guilty about peering into someone else’s private life, but for a while at least, she had to know enough to be that person. A faint gust of lavender, sandalwood and roses greeted her from the small linen bags packed among the trunk’s contents.

Ming lifted up the edges of a fur-lined dark blue wool cloak; more white dresses in more kinds of silk than Ming had realised existed — thick silk as glossy as cream, embossed silks, a blue silk almost as transparent as the sky — as well as crisp starched cotton, soft yet uncreased linen, and yet more fabrics Ming didn’t recognise.

A plain black silk dress was laid below the others, but where their silk almost glowed, this seemed to have drunk the dark, and another black dress in a satiny silk trimmed with row after row of black gems. All clothes were carefully shrouded in tissue paper with layers of gold paper between them. Linen bags held footwear, silk gloves, lace gloves and fur-lined leather ones.

Aha! Ming lifted a small, extremely heavy locked box, its wood smelling strong and sweet, then realised she had no idea where the key might be. It might be a jewellery box, or perhaps contained coins. A pouch lay next to it — it would be what was called a reticule in novels, Ming thought. She looked inside. A lace-edged handkerchief, a small bottle of what might be perfume or lavender water; plus gold coins, some large, some small, and silver coins too.

And then she spied it — another linen bag, lying flat against the bottom of the trunk. She lifted it and heard paper rustle. Feeling even guiltier, she took it over to the bed and spread out the contents.

Most were letters, the paper slightly yellowed, though Ming couldn’t tell if that was from age or from heat or being at sea. The letters might even have been written recently, but on old paper. Wealthy families in the past bought flour, sugar, candles and other supplies in bulk. Perhaps they bought many years’ worth of writing paper too.

But the pages on top were covered only in thin layers of tissue paper. She opened the first, and found a watercolour portrait of a woman, with the skin and features of a Chinese woman, though she looked smaller than Ming’s grandmother, and was much younger, in her mid thirties perhaps. She wore the high-collared white dress of an Englishwoman, a pearl necklace, pearl earrings, with her hair tied back in what looked like a French braid. It wasn’t a very good portrait. Ming wondered if Fräulein White had painted it herself.

The second portrait looked to be painted by the same hand: a stocky redheaded Englishman in a red uniform, sitting next to a young boy, looking much like him apart from his black hair and Chinese features too. The boy was reaching up to a monkey on a tree branch, or possibly the animal was a sloth, or some other tree-dwelling creature Ming didn’t know about, for this was even more badly drawn than the first. But both portraits had been much handled and were obviously loved.

She opened the top letter. This paper looked more recent than any of the others, though still slightly yellowed.

Peabody, Peabody and Pleasant

Solicitors at law

The Inns of Court

London

1 June 1837

Dear Miss White,

May I send you our condolences again on the death of your father and brother, so soon after the sad loss of your mother. Unfortunately, I do not have welcome news to impart.

Sir Cunningham White still refuses to accept the role of your guardian, stating that he does not believe your parents’ marriage to be valid, despite the testimony from your father’s friends in China, the letter from the clergyman who married your parents, and a copy of your Baptismal certificate.

Sir Cunningham however makes no claim upon your father’s estate, it being earned entirely by his own efforts in the silk trade. Without legal guardianship, however, it is impossible for you to claim your inheritance.

With your permission, we will endeavour to have your guardianship transferred to our company, as your father’s trusted advisers and men of law since his majority. An alternative would be for you to become a Ward in Chancellery, but given the situation of your birth, this too might present problems.

Meanwhile we hope that life with your mother’s great-aunt is comfortable, even if it is foreign to the life you are used to. Please be assured we will work diligently to restore your inheritance, as your father’s legal heir, and to ensure suitable guardianship until your majority.

I remain,

Most truly,

Obadiah Peabody Esq.

Solicitor at Law 

Ming sat back. So ‘Fräulein White’ was ‘Miss White’, an orphan, daughter of an Englishman who apparently had lived and worked in China, and had married a Chinese woman.

But it still didn’t quite make sense! Miss White might look a bit like Ming, but they couldn’t possibly be identical. Where was the great-aunt Miss White was supposed to be living with? And how long ago had this letter been written? At least she knew what era she was in, if not the exact year or date: somewhere between 1837 and underpants.

Nor did she know why she was on a ship, or where it was headed — or what the mysterious beasts might be.

She picked up the other letters, all on thicker paper than she was used to, the handwriting scratchy looking and sometimes smudged. Some letters were deeply personal, and obviously many years old, presumably letters from her parents to each other. One was written to My darling Chubbikins — presumably Miss White — when her father was away on business, giving tantalising descriptions of a plantation of mulberry trees and thousands of silkworms, and a glimpse of a panda with her baby and other incidents that might interest a small girl.

Other letters were in a language and script Miss White must be able to read, but Ming could not. Mandarin, or an old or local Chinese dialect? She could only guess.

It did seem, however, that Miss White was both alone and probably lonely. Had her great-aunt died too? Or maybe Peabody, Peabody and Pleasant had secured Miss White’s fortune and found her another place to live, though in that case surely she would have a chaperone, and a maid other than a Saxon girl who was also in charge of ‘beasts’.

She stopped and put the last letter down as a cry came from outside.




CHAPTER 4

THE MYSTERIOUS BEASTS

‘Land ho!’ The call came from high above her cabin. Ming hurriedly stuffed the letters back into the linen bag, then laid the drawings more carefully on top.

Hilde’s face appeared, peering out of her ugly hat with its long side flaps. ‘It is most truly land!’ she cried. ‘Fräulein White, you must come and see.’

Ming nodded and moved towards the door. Hopefully she might recognise whatever country she’d come to from its buildings or mountains or trees.

‘Your bonnet you must be having, Fräulein White!’ said Hilde, shocked. She reached up to a hook on the wall and handed Ming a satin-topped bonnet with a straw brim that curved around her face, and about a metre of white velvet ribbon to tie it under her chin. The fur-lined cloak that accompanied it was at least sensible wool, in shades of brown stripes. The wind slapped her face as she stepped outside.

And stared. The ship was the sailing ship she had expected, wood burned grey by salt and sun and water, tiny as its sails surged it across the vast ocean. But no ship she had ever seen in paintings or the movies had ever had six fat white sheep on deck. Certainly not any that looked like they had been washed as white as a baby’s toy, and brushed till they looked as neat as pampered poodles.

The animals stood under a substantial canvas shelter, its sides now rolled up to let in fresh air and sunlight, with a pile of leafy-looking hay in the centre of the shelter. Each sheep had a leather collar around its neck, attached to a substantial leather harness. Five girls who looked to be in their late teens stood next to them. They wore the same dull dress as Hilde, though theirs seemed to fit their bodies better, and identical headdresses and blonde plaits, but two had let wisps of blonde curls brush their faces.

One sheep stood apart from the others in its own small enclosure, with its own hay looking even leafier than the food in the ewes’ pen. It had curved horns, and was bigger than the others. Ming supposed it was a ram, but didn’t go closer to be sure. She suspected nice young ladies did not go peering between the hind legs of a sheep.

Hilde strode across the deck and crouched next to the ram. She murmured something to him, and pointed at the grey smudge that must be land. The animal butted her gently. She laughed, and scratched him behind one of his horns, holding his harness securely while she and the ram and what seemed to be the entire ship’s crew gazed out at a haze Ming would have taken for a cloud, but which must be their destination.

The other sheep ignored the shouts and yells of ‘Land!’ as around them sailors hauled up ropes as thick as Ming’s wrist. Ming stared, fascinated. She moved over to Hilde as two giant anchors were dragged up from the hold onto the deck.

‘It is so exciting, nicht whar?’ exclaimed Hilde. The ram next to her huffed emphatically, as if agreeing.

The youngest girl gave a small snort. ‘I will be excited when the land we are truly being on, Fräulein Hilde.’

One of the girls with curled hair nodded, adding something that sounded like German, though Ming couldn’t make out the words. She looked exactly like the girl next to her — slim, blue eyed, and almost dolllike in her blonde beauty. They must be twins, thought Ming, as the sister replied in the same language.

Hilde frowned. ‘Gudrun, Gilda, we must English be using now.’

The first girl tossed back the long flaps of her headdress, showing more of her hair. ‘And you must be stopping giving us the orders, Fräulein Hilde. Now we are here we will soon be having a master again. It is not right for a girl to be orders giving.’

‘Frau Furlonge put me in charge of the sheeps, and of you girls too,’ said Hilde firmly.

Gudrun sniffed. ‘Pah! Frau Furlonge is just a woman.’

‘The King himself sold Frau Furlonge his sheeps! It is an honour for us to care for them. Leah, Lotte, Lina — the sheeps must be brushed again. They must look their best for Herr Montjoy. Gudrun, Gilda, fetch the fresh water.’

Either Leah, Lotte or Lina muttered something in the same language they’d spoken before. Ming thought it didn’t quite sound like any German she had heard. Hilde replied in the same tongue, then gave Ming a small curtsey. ‘I must apologise, Fräulein White. These girls have not the English been studying.’

‘But you have learned English well,’ ventured Ming.

Hilde shrugged. The other girls moved away, pulling out broad wooden combs to smooth the sheep’s fleeces, or using dippers to fill buckets of water from barrels in the middle of the deck.

Hilde led the ram out of his enclosure and over to the rail, staring as the cloud shape grew more and more like land. Ming followed. The distant land seemed to bounce up and down with the movement of the ship. Seagulls yelled, and the wind spat salt in their faces. Ming shuddered and pulled back as a triangular fin broke the water. Shark! But if Hilde noticed it, she wasn’t bothered.

Sharks probably follow every ship hoping for rubbish thrown overboard, Ming thought. Or people who fell overboard . . .

‘Do you enjoy studying English?’ Ming ventured at last, trying to think of a way to find out where they were headed.

Hilde shrugged, then bent down absent-mindedly to scratch the ram again. ‘We are going where English is spoken, so it is most sensible to study it.’

‘But the other girls aren’t sensible?’ asked Ming tentatively. She didn’t want to offend Hilde, but the other girls hadn’t seemed friendly to either of them.

‘The other girls, they are most pretty and they are young,’ said Hilde matter-of-factly. ‘Soon they will have earned their dowries. They will sail home and make good marriages. They need only stay here for a year, and then they do not have to be speaking the English again.’

Ming wondered where ‘home’ was. Somewhere in Germany? Did the nation that would become Germany even exist yet, or was it just a collection of states, as Australia was a collection of colonies? Again, she couldn’t ask, for surely ‘Miss White’ would already have known.

‘But you are learning English properly?’ asked Ming.

‘I will not be going home,’ Hilde said firmly. She lifted her chin. ‘I will not be marrying, either.’ She glanced back at the other girls, then gave Ming a quick grin. ‘How everyone in our village would be shocked if I said I will not be marrying. But I can tell you, Fräulein White. If I wish to work my living I must have the good English.’

‘Why won’t you get married too?’ asked Ming.

Hilde smiled, showing her strong white teeth. ‘Fräulein White, you are most kind. But I have twenty-four years! Surely you understand that no man would be marrying a woman of twenty-four years, and a girl who is taller than him, when there are so many small and most pretty girls to choose from, unless that tall girl had a most large dowry to give him. That is why my father lets me care for the sheeps on the ship, so I may earn the biggest dowry of them all, and return to the village and find a husband who will take me even though I am so old and tall. After that, I would be caring for him and my father and stepmother too, in the house, tending with cabbages, as well as with the sheeps. Why should I want to marry such a man, one who only wants my dowry? No, I will tend Herr Montjoy’s sheeps, or the sheeps of another farmer if Herr Montjoy is not a good master. I am most skilled with sheeps,’ she added. ‘That is why Frau Furlonge chose me to be in charge, not just because I am older than the other girls.’

‘You are wonderful with sheep,’ said Ming. She didn’t know if Hilde was good with sheep or not, but surely ‘Miss White’ would have seen the young woman work with them on this voyage, and so would say something.

‘You are most kind, Fräulein White,’ said Hilde again. Ming saw tears in her eyes. ‘I think kinder than anyone I have been knowing. My father, he was angry always. Angry that I caused my Mutter, my mother, to die when I was born. Angry he must pay for a wet nurse, angry I was a daughter, not a son. Always he made me work, herding the sheeps, washing the sheeps, milking the sheeps and making the cheese, doing the cooking and the cleaning too.’

‘That’s terrible!’ exclaimed Ming.

Hilde shrugged. ‘It is what a girl must do, a girl who has no mothers and sisters to share the work. And when he married again, my father’s wife expected me to work too. So when Frau Furlonge came to our village and my father said I must go with the sheeps, to earn good money to bring home to him, I was most happy. But I will not ever be going home again. The land we go to must be my home now, even if it has fierce creatures and ferocious savages.’ She wiped the tears away, ashamed. ‘I should not be telling a fine lady like you about a peasant’s life.’

‘But I’m interested!’ exclaimed Ming, trying to hide her nervous curiosity about the fierce creatures and ferocious savages. What country were they going to? ‘Couldn’t you just leave your father’s house and work somewhere else? Maybe work for a farmer in your own country?’

Hilde stared at her. ‘It is true then, that in some places girls can choose to leave home, to work at a job they want, to marry who they wish to?’

‘Of course,’ said Ming, knowing that her easy answer wasn’t quite accurate, but wanting to encourage Hilde. Ming suspected that in whatever time in the past she was in, few people had much choice in the lives they led, and girls less than most. But, as far as Ming knew, most British women had been able to take jobs as servants or dairymaids, even if those jobs were badly paid and they had to work long hours.

‘Back home a woman must always be doing what the man says,’ said Hilde. ‘After her father, it is her husband. If her father or her husband dies, then she obeys her brother. If the brother dies, then a cousin, a man, will be taking charge of all her life. If the man says, “You must not go outside your home”, the woman must obey. If he says, “Cut off your hair” or “Jump in the pond”, even then you must obey, or be chained in the marketplace for men to throw muck at you.’

Hilde put up her chin again. ‘I will not be married. I will never be loved, by a husband or by children. But I will be free.’

The ram butted Hilde again. Hilde gave a tearful smile. ‘I think perhaps the sheeps love me. I hope Herr Montjoy will be a good master and care for them most well.’

‘Have you met Mr Montjoy?’ asked Ming, still hoping to find out more.

‘No. Back in the village I was told to care for the sheeps. Why tell a woman more than what she has to do?’

They stayed at the rail. The shark swam back and forth as the colour of the water slowly changed from grey to a muddy green. The blob on the horizon was definitely land now, though still too far away to make out anything except a vague brownness.

Surely they weren’t going to a desert, thought Ming. Sheep needed grass. But the land ahead seemed treeless, without even mountains to break the monotony.

Where were they going?

‘Excuse me, Miss White.’ A sailor bobbed his head politely to Ming. ‘Captain Bingly presents his compliments, miss, and will you dine with him again tonight?’

‘Of course. Thank you,’ said Ming. Hopefully the captain would at least give her a hint about where they were heading — and what her role would be when she got there.

‘Miss Schmidt, Captain says you may come as well again, to be Miss White’s chaperone,’ added the sailor offhandedly.

Hilde smiled. ‘I am glad I must chaperone you so often, Fräulein White. Down in the hold, the only change from the corned beef and the biscuits is oatmeal.’ She made a face. ‘Oats are a treat for sheeps, not for people!’ Hilde brightened, as down in the hold below something gave a startled squawk and then was silent. ‘That sounds like we might even have chicken for dinner tonight. Chicken! The girls will be so jealous! But I do not care.’




CHAPTER 5

THE CHICKEN DINNER

Hilde helped Ming change for dinner, performing the maid’s duties she had obviously been doing during the voyage. Ming was grateful — she had no idea how to fasten the petticoats or corset. Hilde did, even though she herself did not change for dinner. Ming wondered if she even had another dress.

Her own dress was beautiful: incredibly thin pale-pink silk that rustled as she walked, lined in places with thicker silk, its skirts and low neck richly embroidered in darker pink, low off her shoulders with puffed pink sleeves. A thick white silk shawl with pink and silver flowers and a silver fringe sat between her bunches of curls, and she had a necklace of small pearls that matched her earrings, and embroidered silk slippers instead of her boots. They were possibly the loveliest slippers she had ever seen — even their soles were made of layer after layer of silk glued together, with tiny flowers embroidered across the toes. Ming admired them as Hilde carefully wrapped the day dress Ming had worn earlier in linen and placed it in the chest in the corner of her cabin.

A sailor knocked on the door, ready to show them the way to the captain’s cabin. Ming supposed a young lady should not walk unaccompanied at night even across the deck. The sheep and the ram must have been taken down into the hold for the night, for their enclosure was empty. Even their droppings had been swept away, though there was a lingering smell that even the sea wind couldn’t vanquish.

The man who must be Captain Bingly arrived at the cabin door just as they did; he was middle aged with fluffy grey sideburns, and the almost purple cheeks and dried-out skin of a man who has spent much of his life facing the sea wind and gales. He removed his cap and bowed to Ming. Ming quickly curtseyed as he ushered both girls inside.

‘Excuse my not being in my cabin to welcome you, Miss White. I’ve just ordered soundings to be taken every two hours, to see how deep the sea is. You can’t be too careful this close to the coast. We know most of the rocks to avoid, of course, but the seas here are still fairly unknown.’

Then where on earth are we? thought Ming. But she just smiled politely and tried to remember the manners she had learned in her first trip to the past, hoping they had not changed too much between this time and that.

It seemed they hadn’t, for Captain Bingly didn’t blink or stare reproachfully as she sipped her soup — brown and tasting of brown, and not much else — neatly spooning it from the far side of the bowl; crumbled her bread instead of cutting it and allowed herself to be helped to roast chicken — she exchanged a grin with Hilde — with boiled potatoes and very boiled cabbage. Hilde helped herself to four of the small and heavy white rolls, spreading them thickly with the too-salty butter, which earned her a frown from the captain, though he made no other reproof.

Captain Bingly drank wine but didn’t seem surprised when Ming refused it. Hilde wasn’t offered any, nor did the captain speak to her, telling Ming instead about a voyage he’d made to India when his ship became caught in the doldrums, the tropical area where the winds didn’t blow, and the crew were half dead before a breeze filled the sails and finally brought their life-saving rain.

Ming smiled and made admiring noises, or clucked in shock, which seemed to be all that the captain expected. Young ladies, it seemed, were not supposed to converse, just to appreciate the adventures and opinions of the men. This was useful as, if the captain had been curious about Miss White’s life, she had nothing to tell him.

Plum pudding was served — heavy and dry and with no ice cream to moisten it — then nuts and dried apples, which the captain ate with a glass of port.

Finally, Captain Bingly stood and said he was sure Miss White was ready for her bed. ‘If we get a good wind tonight we will pass Kangaroo Island soon. We might even make Port Adelaide tomorrow afternoon.’

Adelaide and Kangaroo Island! Wonderful! Ming muttered her thanks and good nights, trying not to show her relief and delight, her brain working furiously. There must be other Adelaides in the world — she had a vague memory that Adelaide had been named for a queen, so other places might have been too — but surely not one of those others would have a Kangaroo Island nearby.

She was heading to Australia! And so were Hilde, and the sheep.




CHAPTER 6

STORM

The wind rose again that night. Ming was glad of the rail around her bed. The ship reared up, then sank, over and over, waves dashing against her porthole. She could hear fearful bleats from the sheep below. But the sailors’ yells on deck and even up on the mast seemed cheerful. Presumably this storm was taking them in the right direction.

Ming tried to make herself comfortable. Luckily, she had remembered that bunches of curls needed to be dampened each evening, and then each lock of hair rolled in rags or curl papers so the curls would hang correctly around her face. Curling rags between your head and the pillow were as uncomfortable as corsets. The corset she’d worn today had been shorter than the ones in the 1890s, but much more uncomfortable.

Hilde arrived to help her dress the next morning, with a basin of warm water for her to wash with, then reappeared with another basket of provisions for breakfast. She laid them out on the table, grinning at the basket of fresh white rolls. ‘The girls have had their oats and the sheep have had theirs too. The sheep enjoyed them more than the girls did, I am thinking.’

‘Will I pour the tea?’ offered Ming.

‘Tea!’ Hilde shuddered.

‘You would rather have coffee?’ Ming wondered if the ship had any.

‘Ko-fee? What is that, please, Fräulein White?’

‘A . . . a drink.’ And one that Germans often drank in Ming’s own time in preference to tea.

‘I would like good home-brewed ale,’ said Hilde firmly. ‘When we reach Herr Montjoy’s I will begin the brewing. I was the best alewife in the village. But the captain, he will not have ale upon his ship. The men have rum. Rum makes them forget the cold, and the pain in their hands and feet. But a good ale warms you, especially with bread in it, or an egg.’

‘It sounds delicious,’ lied Ming. ‘Please, sit down. Have some of the rolls and one of the eggs. I can’t eat all this.’

Hilde sat happily on the stool again, then took a roll, sliced it open and buttered it, and added a large helping of strawberry jam. ‘It is so good!’ she said. ‘The strawberry jam I make at home is better, but white bread back there is only for those with much . . . what is the word? Geld?’

‘Gold? I think you mean wealthy people,’ suggested Ming, pouring her tea. A genuine friendship seemed to have grown between this girl who cared for sheep and the unknown Miss White.

And ‘Miss White’ could not be a conventional English lady, even though she was treated with so much respect here on the fringes of the Empire. Ming knew enough history to understand that even if movies and TV shows added dark-skinned or Asian characters to courtly scenes, it was because modern audiences expected diversity. In actuality, very few of those with dark skin or Asian features had been treated with much respect by people with white skin in the past few centuries, though in the far past foreign features were thought fascinating and beautiful.

People think the silliest things are important, thought Ming, like race or skin colour — and making sure women are kept out of the most interesting stories of the past.

If only Ming could just ask Hilde who the mysterious Mr Montjoy was, and even what Fräulein White was doing on this ship. But Hilde might think poor Fräulein White had suddenly lost her memory. Which in a way she had. She might even tell the captain if she worried her enough.

Ming nodded her permission for Hilde to take the last roll and an egg. A single roll and an egg was enough for her, especially as she had learned back in her first journey into the past that ‘ladies’ did very little physical work, but spent a lot of time eating many meals very slowly. Even on the ship yesterday she had been served morning tea and afternoon tea, with slices of rich fruitcake and wheaten biscuits spread with salty butter, presumably all packed for the voyage, to go with it.

Hilde brushed the breakfast crumbs off her dress. ‘One of the sailors, he told Gudrun that we passed Kangaroo Island last night, and the Yorke Peninsula as well. We should see the Gulf of St Vincent soon.’

Hilde looked shyly at Ming. ‘Would you like to bathe again before we reach the land? It is most injurious to the health to bathe all over, unless you are sheeps of course, with much wool to keep you warm. But perhaps you English are different. Your hair did look most fine after you bathed last week. You will want to look pretty for Herr Montjoy.’

‘I would love to bathe, er, have a bath,’ said Ming. Was this Mr Montjoy her uncle, perhaps, or guardian? Surely Miss White wasn’t being brought out as a cook or housekeeper, not with all this comparative comfort and dining with the captain.

A terrible thought flashed into her mind. She wasn’t going to Adelaide as Mr Montjoy’s bride, was she? Was that why she looked a little older?

But not that much older! She only looked sixteen at most! And no matter what Miss White had been planning to do in Adelaide, Ming was most definitely not going to get married.

‘You have the most lovely hair,’ Hilde continued. ‘So many curls! The best sheep have the most curly hair, but not as pretty as the hair of you,’ she added quickly. ‘The hair of Herr Montjoy’s little son is curly too in the drawing you showed me. He seems a most sweet young boy.’

Ming relaxed. Mr Montjoy had a son! That meant he’d have a wife, too. Of course his wife wouldn’t have been mentioned before, for the sheep were Mr Montjoy’s and the women who cared for the sheep were his employees, not his wife’s.

Ming suddenly wondered why women had been chosen to bring the sheep out. As far as she knew women had only won the right to shear — or even be in shearing sheds — in the last thirty years or so. Maybe where Hilde and the girls and sheep came from the flocks of sheep were so small they were like pets. But six girls for six sheep seemed a lot. They were very tame sheep, by all appearances.

‘You like sheep a lot, don’t you?’ Ming asked.

Hilde brightened. ‘I am loving sheeps!’

‘The word is “sheep”,’ said Ming tactfully. ‘One sheep, two sheep, three sheep . . .’

Hilde shook her head. ‘That cannot be right. The English add an “s” when there is more than one. It must be sheeps. Perhaps as you have not lived in England you do not know the word?’ she suggested gently.

Then where had Miss White been living? Ming wondered. But Hilde was still speaking. ‘I care for my father’s flock since I was small. I milk the sheeps, I make the cheeses, I care for baby sheeps when their mothers die, but the mothers do not die in my father’s flock, for I know how to care for mother sheeps. I know how to make a mother sheep take the baby of an orphaned baby sheep from another farm.’

‘A lamb . . .’ murmured Ming.

‘A baby sheep is a lamb? Thank you. My father has thirty sheeps now, the best sheeps in Saxony, except for the royal sheeps, for I go to market with him and made sure we buy the best boy sheep . . .’

‘A ram . . .’

‘A ram, thank you most much, again. We then were keeping our own rams. Frau Furlonge, she says she has never seen such wool as ours!’

‘Then the sheep on the ship used to be your father’s?’

Hilde shook her head. ‘No, they are royal sheeps, from the King’s own flock, most rare and good and expensive sheeps, though I think my father’s are as good now. I am paid to care for the royal sheeps because I am so good with them. The ram, he is the most valuable of all, and my special charge. I call him Wusty, after Prince Wustolphe.’ Hilde shook her head. ‘Ram sheeps like their own way, just like men, but I have made Wusty my friend.’

‘How?’ inquired Ming.

Hilde grinned. ‘That is my secret. If others know how to make Wusty do what they want, perhaps Herr Montjoy will not want to keep a woman to care for the sheeps. I have heard that in this country it is mens who care for sheeps, not women. But these sheeps are used to women caring for them, so Herr Montjoy pays Frau Furlonge more gold coins for us to take care of the sheeps on the voyage, one girl for every sheep, to keep them safe.’

‘How much did he pay?’

Hilde looked shocked. ‘I could not be asking my father about money. It is not proper to ask questions of a man. We will find out when Herr Montjoy gives us the money at the end of the year, and at the end of every other year we work for him. But Gudrun’s father said that in a single year his daughter will have enough for a most excellent dowry, so it must be very much money. Of course, girls should not work at all. It is shameful for a girl to work outside her home. But poor girls must work for a dowry so it is best we work far away where no one will see our shame.’

Hilde gave Ming a quick grin. ‘My father, he does not know I do not plan to come home and give him my money to keep for the husband I will never have. I do not think my father will come so far to find me, either, even to get my money. Australia, it is much bigger than Saxony, and much further away.’

‘I think the law would stop him taking money that belongs to you anyway,’ said Ming, hoping that it was true, and that women could own their own property and money at this time in Australia.

‘Really? It . . . it would be most good to have money to spend. Maybe . . . maybe one day I will even have a pretty dress, like your dresses. Just one. Never have I seen a dress so shiny and so soft! Even if I am not pretty, my dress will be.’ She flashed Ming a smile, and took the basket, then went to bring in Ming’s bath.

Ming slipped out of bed and went to the chest to choose another dress — one of the several white ones — to wear today to meet this Mr Montjoy.

At least she knew where Hilde came from now. Saxony had become part of Germany. She knew why there was one girl to look after each of the precious sheep, too.

She also knew she was not here to care for sheep. Ming Qong knew almost nothing about sheep, and presumably neither did Miss White. So why was she on a ship to South Australia? And how would the world be changed from here?




CHAPTER 7

THE SHIP ARRIVES

The bath was salt water, but Hilde had asked the cook to warm it on the stove, and she had a jug of fresh water to wash Ming’s hair, ‘Just like our sheeps are washed in fresh water this morning, for Herr Montjoy to see how white the wool is.’

Ming leaned back in the water as Hilde lathered her hair with a rose-scented soap, glad she was used to bathing in an old-fashioned hip bath now and having someone else wash her hair. She wondered if Hilde was being paid by Mr Montjoy to act as her maid. Should Ming pay her from the coins in the trunk? She suspected if she had anything worth a lot it would be in the captain’s keeping. It seemed more likely that the unknown Mr Montjoy would be responsible for Hilde’s wages. Should she at least give Hilde a gift? But how much?

At least she knew someone in this time now, and they were going to the same place, wherever that might be, presumably somewhere in South Australia.

Hilde might even become a friend. Ming had discovered that being outside your own time could be lonely. She hoped the unknown Mrs Montjoy would be friendly, too. Mrs Montjoy would also be able to tell her what the correct way was to thank Hilde for her extra maid’s duties, a question a young woman who hadn’t travelled much would surely be excused for asking.

Her excitement grew as Hilde buttoned up the back of her dress. Ming could glimpse land far off through the porthole now, green instead of the earlier brown, and almost perfectly flat, rising to low hills, but with far more trees than when she and Dad and Tuan had driven through the area around Adelaide on their trip to Melbourne.

She wished she could remember the date Adelaide was founded. She knew more about her own state of Western Australia and the early colony in Sydney and, of course, the Eureka Stockade and the gold rushes. But no one had mentioned gold on this voyage. She was pretty sure this must be pre–gold rush times, as well as ‘pre underpants for women’, or the captain would be worried about his sailors abandoning ship to go mining.

‘There. You are most beautiful.’ Hilde finished combing the tangles from Ming’s wet hair. ‘Now you only need your hair to be drying and the front will curl again.’

Not without putting it in curling rags first, thought Ming with a sigh, or using curling tongs, which needed an expert hand if you weren’t to burn your hair off, and probably couldn’t be heated on board anyway. Hilde had obviously never had to curl her own straight blonde plaits. Ming didn’t even have a hair dryer — it would be at least a hundred years before they were invented, and probably much longer before women had their own portable ones. Hilde had probably never even seen curling rags if she assumed Ming’s curls were natural. Ming wondered where Miss White had put her curling rags.

‘Oh!’ Hilde gave a small shriek as the ship shuddered.

Had the ship hit a rock, as the captain had feared when he’d ordered two-hourly soundings?

Ming ran to the door, not caring if anyone glimpsed her straight wet hair, just in time to see the second of the giant anchors being hit a few times with a vast iron hammer then heaved overboard.

They had arrived! But the shore was still too far away to make out much except green hills above a smudge that might be the beginning of a city. And, yes, that was Mount Lofty, towering above the rest!

‘Fräulein White!’ hissed Hilde. ‘You must not be seen without your bonnet and cloak!’

Ming ducked back in. Was a tugboat going to guide them in? Or would boats come to take the passengers — and the sheep — ashore, as they had in the first years of the Sydney colony, before the wharves were built? Or would the ship’s boat ferry them?

Either way she needed to get her curls tied up then dried in the breeze from the porthole before meeting the mysterious Mr Montjoy who was able to buy royal sheep. ‘You will want to check the sheep,’ she reminded Hilde.

Hilde nodded. ‘The girls will not have combed the sheeps properly and made sure their feet are dry. I must make sure they do not get fresh hay, either, which is most windgetrieben — you know, the gas?’ She made a gesture from her buttocks. ‘It is not good to be in a boat or cart with windgetrieben sheep.’

She smiled at Ming, a little tremulously. ‘We are here at last, Fräulein White, on our big adventure. We will have good lives. Our own, free lives.’

Ming smiled back. She hoped so.




CHAPTER 8

THE SHEEPS ARRIVE

Thankfully her frontlocks of hair dried quickly into ringlets in the stiff breeze. Ming was glad she had already learned the secret to using many rags and not much hair in each, so they dried faster. She headed for the door to get a good view at last of early Adelaide, then remembered her bonnet.

She sighed as she tied the bonnet strings in a big floppy bow. The curved brim made it impossible to see much without turning her head, but at least the cloak would keep her white silk dress clean.

White! On a ship! It was a stupid colour to wear on board. She had seen one of the sailors greasing the rails with the leftover fat from the boiled corned beef the sailors and sheep girls had for dinner, and the deck was covered with hard round sheep droppings that squished underfoot.

Rats ran around the walls and bird droppings fell from the mast and whatever the cross pieces were called, plus the buckets of muck thrown overboard were thrown straight back by the wind. A ship was grubby, despite the constant scrubbing — and she was dressed in white!

Maybe white was a sign that you were wealthy enough to get your clothes cleaned often. She supposed white was bleached in these days, just as it would be in the future. Or maybe it was like wearing a stupid impractical corset: white was simply what a nice young lady should wear.

She stepped out of her cabin, draping a fur-trimmed shawl of double-layered thick silk around her shoulders just as a pair of seagulls swooped over the ship. The air smelled faintly of smoke as well as salt and the tang of cold from the wind from the south.

Yes, there were the Adelaide Hills, and even a city that was the same shape as the Adelaide she had known from this angle, as she could only see what was between the shore and the hills. Mount Lofty was still lofty. Three other ships were anchored in the bay too, but not close enough for her to make out much about them. All seemed larger than the one she was on, their decks cluttered with equipment.

She reckoned their own ship was about twenty kilometres from shore, but she could just make out the shape of a couple of the larger buildings. The ship bucked and shuddered as the wind and waves buffeted it. She began to feel a little queasy. Ploughing through the waves had been different from bouncing up and down on them.

Further down the deck, the girls had made two new enclosures from long, rough-looking bales of hay tied together with a rope of plaited straw, with more hay for the sheep to lie on, one for the ewes and another for Wusty. The sheep looked annoyed but accepted having their feet examined and trimmed and their wool combed, even the fringes above their eyes neatly separated with almost as much attention as her own hair had been given. After each sheep had been manicured it settled down onto the hay, nibbling now and then, looking quite unconcerned about the bustle about it.

These were pampered sheep. As she watched Hilde slipped some ship’s biscuit from a pocket in the cloak attached to her dress, carefully glanced around to see no sailors were watching, then held out a piece to Wusty. The big ram nibbled the biscuit as if it was his due, then butted her, as if to ask for more. Hilde laughed and began to scratch the animal behind its horns again. A look of sheepish bliss crossed his face. His legs buckled till he went down on his belly in the ecstasy of being scratched where no sheep might scratch itself.

Ming grinned to herself. So that was Hilde’s secret! Crunchy ship’s biscuit and knowing exactly where a ram liked to be scratched.

The other girls sat on the bales of hay once they had finished the grooming, glancing around. The twins smiled flirtatiously with one of the sailors, then blushed and looked quickly away when he grinned back at them. The girls all seemed to be enjoying their freedom from the supervision of fathers and brothers but found it a little frightening, too.

Ming suddenly realised how much these girls had faced. A journey away from the village that was all they had known, and an unknown language too. A dangerous trek, by cart perhaps, to whatever port they had embarked from. These girls would never have seen the sea before. They might only have vaguely heard that such a thing existed.

They had then sailed in this small, fragile wooden ship across the world, powered only by its sails, through storm and doldrums, simply to earn enough for a dowry so they could marry, and go back to the narrow life of a village woman. Except for Hilde, Ming thought. Hilde had faced this for a life of her own.

Suddenly a cry came from up on the tallest mast. The lookout point. A tiny speck was moving towards them and then another much further back, and then a third, and fourth. As the first drew closer, Ming could make out white sails and four men rowing, and then a crown painted on the bows of the boat and the letters VR.

‘Ah, the mail boat has arrived.’ Captain Bingly strode up to Ming as two of his crew flung a rope ladder over the side. Men heaved bulging canvas bags to the rail, where two men from the small boat carried them down. The captain stepped to the other side of the deck and exchanged a few words with the mailmen before they vanished down the ladder. Their boat headed back towards the shore.

The next boat approached: larger, with six oarsmen. Already trunks and canvas bags were being hauled up from the hold.

‘Gobble gobble obble obble GOBBLE!’

The furious sound overcame the sounds of flapping sails and splashing waves. Ming peered down in the hold as a large crate of turkeys slowly emerged from the darkness below, the birds blinking madly in the sun’s harsh light reflected from the sea as well. Each bird complained vociferously, flapping its wings, its feathers damp and drooping.

‘Excuse us, miss,’ said one of the sailors, irritated but polite.

Ming was obviously in the way. She moved back to the shade of the sheep’s tarpaulin. The girls pointed at the disgruntled birds, laughing.

‘Such noisy birds!’ said Hilde. ‘What are they being, please, Fräulein White?’

‘They’re turkeys,’ said Ming.

‘They must lay big eggs, and many of them. They are being such big birds. The sounds they make are most funny!’

‘Gobble gobble,’ said the turkeys, annoyed.

‘I think turkeys are mostly kept for their meat. Though I suppose they must lay eggs to sometimes have baby birds.’

Hilde translated this for the others, as the cage of turkeys — still gobbling angrily — vanished over the rail into the boat below. Captain Bingly came up to Ming, wiping his brow.

‘I’ll be glad to get the ship unloaded, and no mistake,’ he said. ‘What a cargo! Turkeys and sheep and a pen of the new Chinese hens everyone is talking about . . . Mr Montjoy has no idea how hard it is to keep animals alive at sea. The fresh water we needed for just those sheep!’

The captain shook his head wearily. ‘It’s on to Sydney Town for us after this, thank the Lord, with three months in dock to see the hull scraped and repairs made, and time for me to see my family and put my feet up and enjoy the wife’s cooking for a while. But I suppose Mr Montjoy will have another journey for us after that.’

‘You mean this is his ship?’ asked Ming, surprised.

‘You didn’t know? The Lady Joy is his, and all the cargo. Every box and every bale belongs to him. This is the fourth journey I’ve made for him.’

The captain grinned. ‘We brought his house here on the first voyage, and the carpenters and stonemasons to see it put together right. Mr Montjoy wasn’t coming out here to some colonial hut. He didn’t put a foot on the colony till he had a proper house to come to, and gardens and crops planted. No doubt it’s all been made properly grand by now. There were even chandeliers on our second voyage, aye, and he gets goods brought overland from Sydney too, candles and the like.’

‘He had a whole house brought from England to Australia!’ exclaimed Ming.

‘You didn’t know?’ asked Captain Bingly, surprised. ‘I thought Mr Montjoy would have told your father all about it. A few of the colonials have their houses made in England.’

Okay, new information, thought Ming — Miss White’s father and Mr Montjoy were friends.

Maybe Miss White was out here for a holiday, though sending a young woman across a dangerous ocean to a colony that was only a few years old didn’t sound very much like a holiday. Had her father been as rich as Mr Montjoy? How much was the inheritance the law firm was trying to secure? The pearls and clothes must have been expensive, but Miss White obviously didn’t have enough money to pay for her own lady’s maid. Were her possessions from before her parents’ deaths? Had Mr Montjoy sent instructions that Hilde was to serve Miss White as well as care for the ram?

Ming glanced over at the young woman, feeding another biscuit to Wusty. He gave Ming a look as if to say, ‘You are a human and have no biscuits, therefore I have nothing but contempt for you.’

‘The tea chests!’ exclaimed Captain Bingly, striding back to the hatchway to the hold. ‘If the damp’s got to them Mr Montjoy is going to be seriously displeased. There’s the crystallised fruit, too!’ He began giving orders to the men below.

The second boat pulled away, the men heaving at the oars. Not convicts, Ming remembered, for South Australia had been settled by free colonists, with no transportation. Those men must be paid wages. Their clothes looked rough but good, though, like the sailors on board they had bare feet, their soles as tough as cork tiles.

The third boat had been waiting for the other two boats to be rowed away. It was larger than the others, almost entirely filled with a big cage, open at the top, with space for the rowers along the sides and at each end. Ming watched as the boat was tied firmly in place against the ship’s side. Two of the men in the boat scrambled onto the ship, their faces mostly whiskers and their hair tied back with strips of leather. Each wore a long leather apron over a bright blue shirt and dark trousers. One of them carried what looked like a giant fishing net. The other carried a board.

The two men made their way over to the sheep. ‘Right,’ said the red-bearded one, as the men laid the net down, then put the board on top of it. ‘We’ll take that one first.’ He pointed to the nearest sheep. ‘Lead the animal over here, miss,’ he said to Gudrun.

Gudrun glanced at Hilde, clearly not understanding the instruction.

‘How else do you think them sheep is going to get to shore, lady?’ asked the man with the black beard. ‘Swim?’

‘But we led the sheeps onto this ship across a gangplank!’ exclaimed Hilde.

‘Mebbe where you come from they got wharves where a ship can tie up. Ain’t got those here yet,’ said Red Beard. ‘We either lower the sheep down into the boat and row ’em to shore or you and the sheep can stay here.’

That’s an empty threat, thought Ming. They’re Mr Montjoy’s sheep, and these men are probably employed by him.

Hilde looked uncertainly to the shore, then at the sheep. She spoke quietly to the girls. At last Gudrun led her ewe to the board. It gave a curious bleat but stood there obediently. The sheep are better trained than most dogs, Ming decided.

The two bearded men knew their business. Each grabbed one end of a rope and pulled and immediately the sheep was encased in the net.

‘Baaa!’ it called. Terrified, the other sheep bleated in sympathy as each man pulled a rope over his shoulder. They carried the netted sheep between them over to the rails, then lowered it down to the waiting boat, its feet downwards.

The ewe struggled madly, but the net was too tight to enable it to move much; nor could its legs push through the holes. Within seconds it was in the boat’s enclosure. The men released the net. The ewe stumbled out, too upset to even bleat.

Up the net came again. Ming watched as ewe after ewe was lowered till, finally, only Wusty was left.

The ram stared at the net, glanced at the waiting men, then gave Hilde a look as if to say, ‘I know exactly what they are planning, and they are not going to do it to me.’ Hilde tugged on the rope attached to his collar. Wusty looked even more disdainful.

‘Hurry up, girlie,’ said Red Beard.

Hilde ignored them. ‘Komm bitte her,’ she said to Wusty softly. She briefly scratched behind his horn, then pulled out another piece of biscuit from her pocket, then walked forwards with Wusty’s lead, holding the biscuit just beyond his reach.

Now Wusty’s look said, ‘I still know what you are doing, but a biscuit is a biscuit.’ He stepped forwards and munched the biscuit. One more biscuit and he stood on the platform on the net as the men pulled it over his head.

Wusty endured it. It was only when he realised that he was being picked up that he began to struggle.

‘Ow!’ screamed Black Beard, dropping his end of the net, which meant Red Beard dropped his too. Wusty let out a terrified ‘Baa!’ as he fell onto the deck.

‘Wusty!’ cried Hilde. She kneeled beside him, reaching in through the net to check his legs hadn’t been broken. The ram stared out at her, wide eyed and terrified.

‘What do you think you two varlets are doing?’ Captain Bingly strode over. ‘Is the beast hurt?’

‘I . . . I do not think so,’ said Hilde, as Wusty struggled to his feet, looking balefully at the humans on the deck.

‘Do you know how much that animal is worth?’ demanded Captain Bingly. ‘More than either of you will save in your lives — and likely you’ll get a whipping if you’ve injured him.’

‘We’re free men,’ muttered Red Beard.

‘Free men who damage a gentleman’s property and can’t pay for the damage still get a flogging,’ retorted Captain Bingly.

‘You try carrying the blighter then!’

‘I think, if we pull him in the net across the deck most gently instead of hauling him in the air, he will not protest,’ said Hilde earnestly.

The men eyed the uneven deck. Black Beard gave the net a pull. It moved a few centimetres, then got stuck.

In the end it took six sailors, as well as the two men, pushing and pulling and lifting the board over the rough bits, while the other girls giggled from the shade of the tarpaulin and Hilde muttered reassurance to the frightened ram. At last, Wusty too was lowered into the enclosure in the boat below.

Hilde quickly pulled a length of string from her pocket. She began to tie it around her skirt at knee level. ‘You must make sure the men below cannot be seeing up your skirts,’ she explained to Ming.

‘No hurry, Missy. You girls go in the next boat,’ said Red Beard.

‘But we must stay with our sheeps!’ cried Hilde.

‘We got our orders. Too much weight for one boat with six girls and six sheep. Sheep go first, then you.’

‘You must be most careful with them,’ urged Hilde.

Black Beard shrugged. ‘They’ll be safe enough in the enclosure till you get to them. Here’s your boat now.’

Two more boats were approaching, one a plain wooden affair, the other with a sail as well as oarsmen, its sides painted pristine pale blue. A short, wiry man in a white jacket, white neckcloth, white hat and grey trousers and vast grey top hat sat on a cushion in the prow while six men in black and green uniforms pulled at the oars.

The man stood unsteadily as the boat surged forwards, then bowed to Ming, raising his top hat to her. He seemed even smaller without it, and about thirty years old. ‘Miss Elizabeth, I presume,’ he called.

So that was her name! But what should she do now? A young lady didn’t shout down to a man in a boat, did she? Or she hadn’t on Ming’s first journey back to the 1890s. Back then Aunt McTavish said curtseying was old-fashioned. But the girls on this ship had curtseyed to her. Ming risked a curtsey, then glanced around. No one seemed to have thought it odd.

‘It’s Mr Montjoy himself!’ exclaimed Captain Bingly. ‘He’s never bothered to come out to the ship before. He must have come to meet you, miss.’

Mr Montjoy and Elizabeth White’s father must have been very close friends then, thought Ming, till Captain Bingly added, ‘An honour indeed, to come to meet his son’s governess.’

So that was it! Ming took a deep breath. I am Elizabeth White, she thought, and for some reason even though I look Asian I am treated as an Englishwoman. I am bound for the young colony of Adelaide.

And I’m supposed to be a governess!




CHAPTER 9

THE IMPOSSIBLE PROFESSION

Ming tried not to let her horror show. A governess! She only had a vague idea of what a governess had taught nearly two centuries past, and she had little knowledge of the few subjects she did know. She had taught at the Ragged School in the 1890s, but those had been poor people desperate just to learn basic reading and writing.

A governess in these days would know how to dance, and how to teach dancing — the kind of courtly dances you saw in movies, not school dance–type ones. A governess would know geography and Ming didn’t even know if Germany was one nation yet, or Italy either for that matter. A governess would know history and, while Ming knew a lot about history, a governess in the early colony would mostly know about the kings and queens of England and other English history that Ming had never been taught.

Surely Mr Montjoy will have a library, she thought desperately. Didn’t all gentlemen have a library of their own? She might read some English history there. But the books might be out of date, and couldn’t teach her how to dance. Maybe Mr Montjoy’s library hadn’t even been shipped here yet.

At least she spoke French, though she had learned that from her grandmother, not at school. But which countries exactly were in the British Empire at this time? Had the American War of Independence happened yet?

She took a deep breath. Of course it had — one of the reasons for convicts being sent to Australia was because the American colonies had rebelled. But had they had their Civil War yet? When was Crimea? Ming topped the class in history back home. Here she was a dunce. She still didn’t even know what year she was in.

Hopefully, when she reached shore, there might be a newspaper or magazine with the date on it. It would almost certainly be a long-past date, but would at least reassure her about the decade.

Even worse, she realised suddenly, she knew much more than any governess these days knew — more than anyone knew. There were no canals in Mars and machines could be powered by electricity and there were nine planets, no, eight, now Pluto was a mini-planet, and diseases are caused by bacteria and viruses. What information might she let slip accidentally? It would be easy to remember not to mention that humans might set foot on the moon, but what if someone got a cold, and she let slip that the illness came from a virus, not from getting chilled?

Okay, calm down, she told herself. A lot would depend on the age of the child she was supposed to teach. She could teach basic reading and writing, and a bit of music. But young ladies knew how to play the piano, she remembered in despair. She sounded like a wounded duck when she played the recorder at school. She couldn’t even play ‘Twinkle Twinkle Little Star’ on a piano! What if Mrs Montjoy expected her governess to play music for them after dinner?

‘It must be very fine to have the education to be a governess,’ Hilde said quietly.

Ming shoved her own fears away. This would only be a few weeks for her. It was Hilde’s whole life. ‘You can read and write well now,’ Ming assured her. ‘You know so much more than I do about other things, like sheep and how to make cheese. I didn’t even know anyone could milk a sheep!’

‘I will show you, if you like,’ offered Hilde hesitantly. ‘If it would be proper for a young lady to do the milking.’

‘Thank you. I’d love to learn how to milk a sheep,’ said Ming. If I’m not sacked the first week, she thought.

The pale-blue boat had pulled up. Mr Montjoy nimbly hauled himself up the rope ladder and over the rail. He bowed to Ming again, once again doffing his tall top hat. He’s hardly taller than I am, she thought in surprise, gazing at his long brown sideburns and curly hair.

‘It is a pleasure to meet you at last, my dear,’ he said. ‘I must say, you are even prettier than your portrait. Your dear papa sent it to me the year before he died.’ He shook his head. ‘Such a sad loss, and such a tragedy for his daughter. I hope it was a calm voyage and that the captain took good care of you.’

Ming curtseyed. ‘Good morning, Mr Montjoy. It was a most pleasant voyage, thank you.’

‘We made good time from Shanghai,’ said Captain Bingly. ‘A bit rough sometimes, but Miss White took it like a seasoned sailor.’

Mr Montjoy turned to Ming again, smiling. ‘My most profound condolences again on your loss.’ He shook his curly head, then replaced his top hat. ‘These tropical fevers can take the strongest men. We must be thankful you were spared, though it leaves you alone in the world.’

Mr Montjoy moved over to the rail, evidently wanting a private conversation with her. ‘I am only glad that I can offer you refuge. I had thought better of your father’s family. To refuse to have you live with them in England! Of all things, it is most badly done. Of course, your mother’s family was most kind to take care of you,’ he added quickly. ‘But it would not do — it really would not do at all — for Miss Elizabeth White, daughter of my oldest friend, to continue to live in their company.’

Ming tried to think. At least she knew who she was supposed to be, and why Elizabeth White was here. But why was Ming Qong here? She was supposed to see girls change the world!

Nothing important had happened in the early colony of Adelaide, had it? Ming tried to remember what she’d read about it. The South Australian colony had been set up by a private company of gentlemen investors. She had a feeling the South Australian Company had gone broke at some stage, too. But surely nothing she could do would change the world from here.

And Hilde and the other girls? Five of them just wanted to make enough money to get married. Only Hilde wanted to manage her own life. Hilde and her ‘sheeps’.

Ming was pretty sure Australia already had a flourishing wool industry. She had even written an assignment on it at school, showing that although Captain Macarthur had brought the first merinos to the colony, it was his wife, Elizabeth Macarthur, who had run the farm and bred the sheep while he was away in England finding markets for their wool and being court martialled. That would have been ages ago.

Maybe Ming was going to convince Mr Montjoy’s son that girls should be allowed to vote, or be teachers, and manage their own lives. That must be it.

‘Little Edmund is looking forward to meeting his new governess,’ said Mr Montjoy, smiling at her kindly. ‘It is too long a journey for a five-year-old. You will meet him tomorrow.’

Okay, thought Ming, relieved. A few weeks with a five-year-old boy probably wasn’t going to be enough time to persuade him to support women’s rights when he grew up, so she still had to find the girl who would change the world from a colony in Adelaide. But on the other hand, she was pretty sure she knew enough to teach a five-year-old how to read and write and do basic drawing.

Mr Montjoy hesitated. ‘Miss Elizabeth, excuse my indelicacy in mentioning this, but if you are afraid of prejudice because of the colour of your skin, you will find very little here in our new colony, and not at all what you might find in England. Each person here hopes for a new life and ah, ahem, a “touch of the tarbrush” is by no means unknown. Our gallant surveyor, Colonel Light, who is met with the highest regard, is Eurasian — his mother was Siamese or perhaps Malay. No one ever speaks of it, of course,’ he assured her quickly. ‘Just as no one of good breeding will mention your . . . your complexion. I speak merely so you will not be afraid that the reception you received from the English community in Shanghai and from your relatives in England will be repeated here. Every respectable home will welcome you, and any guest will be proud to accept your hospitality.’

‘I . . . I see,’ said Ming. ‘Thank you, Mr Montjoy. You are very kind to reassure me.’

It was also good to be reminded that she would meet prejudice here, despite Mr Montjoy’s assurances. But, as Aunt McTavish had taught her in the 1890s, a lady ignored such slights.

Ming would do that, too.

She was beginning to sweat in her petticoats and corset now that the cold wind had dropped. Mr Montjoy offered her his arm. ‘The captain will see your things are taken ashore,’ he said, without even asking the man who had complete charge of the ship while at sea. ‘I have arranged a light luncheon for us ashore, then we should reach home not long after nightfall. Luckily there is a moon tonight, to help the torchlight. I am also most anxious to see the sheep bestowed. They are fascinating creatures, aren’t they?’

Mr Montjoy smiled at Ming again. ‘The royal Saxon sheep are going to revolutionise the Australian wool industry. It is going to be a glorious endeavour, Miss Elizabeth. I’m glad you will be here to share it with me.’

Ming shut her mouth before she swallowed a fly, drawn to the ship by the sheep dung. Sheep were going to change the world? The sheep on this ship?

She glanced back at Hilde. What about the girl who knew how to care for the sheep? A tall girl with callused hands and broad shoulders, who had only just learned how to read and write. And suddenly Ming was certain.

Somehow, in some way she had never learned at school, Hilde Schmidt was going to change the world — with aristocratic sheep.




CHAPTER 10

THE ROYAL SHEEP

Young ladies, it seemed, did not have to worry about their belongings. Hilde would look after her trunks and the few items she hadn’t packed yet, though from Hilde’s glances as the sheep’s boat headed towards the distant shore it was obvious she would far rather have been with Wusty and his ewes.

Instead of carrying a suitcase, a young lady in this era donned lace gloves, with a fan dangling from her belt, a light lace shawl around her shoulders, and carried the white silk parasol trimmed with lace that Captain Bingly himself handed to her. Nor did a young lady climb down the rope ladder; she sat on a kind of swing that was far more terrifying, swaying above the boat till she was lowered down.

A young lady then sat next to Mr Montjoy in the prow on a cushioned seat. She even had a footstool to keep her white leather boots out of the murky water at the bottom of the boat.

To Ming’s surprise the sheep girls’ boat was not far behind their own. Presumably their belongings and hers were coming in yet another boat trip. Mr Montjoy saw her glance.

‘We will need the girls to get the sheep safely set on the last stage of their journey,’ he said.

‘I’d never heard of girls looking after sheep before,’ said Ming tentatively.

Mr Montjoy looked smug. ‘Nor has anyone else in Australia, I’ll warrant. The sheep here are cared for by rough fellows, convicts or ticket-of-leave men, shepherds who are good for doing little else. Much of the shearing is done with knives or hedge clippers, with a sorry bag of wool at the end of it. There’s hardly a decent shearer in the colonies!’

‘But I thought Australian wool was very fine,’ said Ming.

Mr Montjoy laughed again. ‘Nay, lass, that is what Mr Macarthur is trying to tell the wool merchants in England. But we know more about good wool than Mr Macarthur can learn his whole life long.’ Suddenly Mr Montjoy’s accent seemed rougher, not the educated accent of period dramas on TV.

‘My family is in the wool trade,’ he admitted, seeing her encouraging smile. ‘We have three mills and they make a good amount of brass too. I know wool, even if I’m only learning how to farm the sheep. Most of the sheep in the colonies are bred for their meat, to salt down to sell for ships’ provisions. True, Mr Macarthur bought merino sheep — but the ninny just bought Spanish ones!’ Mr Montjoy laughed as if it was a hilarious joke.

‘What’s so funny about Spanish merinos?’ enquired Ming.

‘The war with Napoleon, that’s what. Why, by the time Lord Wellington had won the Battle of Waterloo and sent Napoleon packing, most of the sheep in Spain had been eaten by the armies. What was left were a poor lot indeed. Spanish merino wool used to be grand, but not then, and not today either. No, you need Saxon merinos for that.’

‘Didn’t the Macarthurs realise that too?’ Ming wasn’t sure if Elizabeth Macarthur was still running her farms.

‘They have by now. The Macarthur boys even went to Saxony to buy some Saxon merinos, and not long ago either.’ Mr Montjoy tapped his nose. ‘But they didn’t know where to get the best sheep. Nor did the South Australian Company — that’s who runs our colony, more or less. The Company bought Saxon sheep too, a few years ago, with the horses and pigs and cattle and other animals the colony needs — or at least they bought sheep that were supposed to be pure Saxon. If they were pure Saxon then I’m a monkey’s uncle. But my family’s made a bargain with Mrs Eliza Furlonge.’

Mr Montjoy grinned at Ming. ‘Mrs Furlonge’s a downy one and no mistake. Clever as a barrel of monkeys she is! She works with her husband and sons, but it is her that makes the decisions.’ Mr Montjoy’s accent was becoming less like an English gentleman’s the longer he talked about wool.

‘Mrs Furlonge wants to deal with our mills and get the best price for her wool, too, so she offered our family a bargain in return for a guaranteed minimum price for her wool, and a guarantee we’d take all her family produces. She’d help me get five ewes and a good ram — nay, not just good. These are royal sheep! The pure Escorial strain from the royal flocks the King of Spain had given the Elector of Saxony in 1765, long before old Napoleon destroyed the wool industry on the Peninsula. Why, the best “pure” merino wool gets fifty pence per pound — and that’s a good price, mind you. But one pound of the Escorial strain gets eighty pence. Sheep breeders in the colonies will tell you that the best merino wool comes from a sheep that has a poor thin fleece. But the royal Saxon sheep will give a good thirty pounds of washed fleece, and more on some of them. They are big-boned sheep, too,’ the small man added admiringly. ‘Let no one tell you that big-boned sheep are only good for meat.’

A seagull dived down, perhaps wondering if Ming’s parasol was a kind of fish, then changed its mind and swooped away. The men pulled at the oars, sweating.

‘How did Mrs Furlonge get the royal sheep?’ asked Ming. She began to fan herself, glad of the tiny breeze. She would rather have taken off her two petticoats, her corset, the heavy bonnet and her boots and stockings, but Mr Montjoy would probably send her packing on the next ship back to Shanghai if she tried that.

‘Mrs Furlonge travelled to Saxony herself, and she took gold with her. There’s a lot of unrest in that area — some want to join Prussia, Catholics against the Protestants. Farmers like to know they have some gold pieces hidden under their mattresses or haystacks. Aye, it’s a backwards place all right: little villages up on hills with walls around to protect them from wolves and bandits, and the sheep grazing outside, brought in each night behind the wall.

‘Mrs Furlonge travelled the entire country, more than five hundred miles, much of it on foot, to places even a horse couldn’t go. She paid up to thirty gold pieces for the best animals she saw and had collars bearing her name put on them, then left to find some more. In the end she had more than a hundred of them. She sold them to the Australian Agricultural Company, based in Sydney, as well as the South Australian Company.’

‘But you said the South Australian Company didn’t have the best sheep!’

‘That’s right, lass. Because Mrs Furlonge went back to Saxony again. Farmers who thought she was mad before now knew she paid good gold for sheep — and even more gold for the best sheep. So this time they were prepared to sell her the very best — and these she kept for her own family. The Furlonges settled in Van Diemen’s Land, not quite ten years ago, but had to give it up as they couldn’t buy all the land they needed. They’re back in England now, hoping to settle in some other colony here.’

‘Er, how interesting,’ said Ming, because Mr Montjoy was obviously waiting for admiration and comment.

‘But I,’ said Mr Montjoy proudly, ‘have the best sheep of all, the product of Mrs Furlonge’s third journey to Saxony. There are no sheep like mine in all of Australia. Even better, Miss Elizabeth, I also have the girls who know how to care for them, and what to feed them to get the best wool, and how to treat a sheep for scab. Why, it’s said those girls can shear a sheep and leave its entire fleece in one piece, lying on the grass.’

Ming blinked. All the old photos and paintings she’d seen of shearing were set in shearing sheds, with wool on a large table, big single fleeces, just as he described.

She’d assumed it had always been like that.

This must be how Hilde was going to change the world!

‘I’m going to change the Australian wool industry,’ said Mr Montjoy smugly. ‘The Macarthurs may be gentlemen farmers and me just the son of a mill owner. But where there’s muck there’s money, and my family have made sure I’ve got the brass to do things properly. I’ve bought myself two thousand acres upriver, at two guineas an acre, and there’s land aplenty that’s still empty I can use as well.’

It’s not empty, Ming wanted to say. Even though she knew little about the area, there must be people here who had farmed and hunted and cared for this land for over a hundred thousand years. But Elizabeth White would not know that. Besides, Mr Montjoy was still talking.

‘I have three hundred sheep brought overland from New South Wales, the best merinos the colony has seen. And with a careful breeding program . . .’

His grin grew wider. ‘I may be just the son of a mill owner, Miss Elizabeth, despite the fancy school your father and I went to, but this is a new land, and a new chance for us all. One day they’ll call John Montjoy the father of the wool industry.’




CHAPTER 11

WUSTY ESCAPES

The shore grew closer: a long stretch of sand dappled with pools and seaweed. The harbour was more crowded now, with tens of ships, some that stank of smoke and tar and long-dead fish, with the reinforced decks Ming recognised from photos of whaling ships, seeking fortunes in oil from the giant undersea animals or seals clubbed to death on the rocks.

She shuddered. At least the people she knew in her own time realised it was wrong to kill the gentle intelligent creatures. But what would the people around her now think of nuclear weapons that might destroy the whole planet?

We each have our own barbarism, she thought. Maybe my true job is to show people how much humanity can change, and how quickly if enough people work towards it.

The sheep girls’ boat was just behind them now. The girls all wore what Ming supposed were their best clothes — a less-stained version of the same drab cloth with the apron-like fronts that disguised their shapes even more than Ming’s corset flattened hers, though their dresses were probably more comfortable. Two of the girls had even tied their plaits with blue ribbons. The girls looked around, fascinated and excited at this new world, except for Hilde, who gazed at the boat carrying her beloved sheep.

Sheep aren’t just a hobby for Hilde, thought Ming, or a way to earn a dowry. She loves them, is fascinated by them, just like Mr Montjoy. Yet the girl and the man could not have looked more different: the tall, sturdy peasant girl in her dingy long dress, with its headdress that covered her hair and most of her face, and the small-boned, clean-shaven man in white coat and high-topped grey hat, even if he was not quite the gentleman he pretended to be.

At last the rowers jumped out and pulled the sheep’s boat up onto the sand. Ming felt their own boat shudder as it reached land too. Evidently there were no dangerous rocks below. Immediately four men jumped out and began to pull them further up the beach. It was very different from the gold sand she remembered. This was brown with mud, with puddles of oil. Scraps of what looked like burned plastic blew across the beach, or lay sodden in the puddles.

Mr Montjoy stepped onto the filthy sand and held out his hand to Ming. His arm was strong, despite his size. ‘Welcome to South Australia, Miss Elizabeth. May you have a good life here, and a happy one.’

‘Thank you,’ said Ming, resisting the urge to jump down herself. Instead, she let him help her. To her shock the land began to wobble, as if she was back on the ship.

Mr Montjoy saw her expression and laughed. ‘I know just what you’re feeling, lass. All newcomers do. You get used to bobbing up and down on a boat and when you’re on solid land, you keep thinking you’re still being tossed by the waves. It will wear off soon.’

Ming hoped so. She felt faintly sick. I’m landsick, she thought, instead of seasick! But she was also hungry — it was definitely time for lunch. Mr Montjoy held out his arm to her. She took it, glad that she had seen that simple action done properly in her other visits to the past. They began to walk along the sand to the shore. It seemed a long way, with puddles of smelly muck — and pools of seawater lying flat and green in the sand where the retreating tide had left them.

‘Watch where you put your feet,’ Mr Montjoy warned her, as she held up her skirts as more of the plastic-looking stuff rolled past. ‘That’s burned whale blubber. It makes a right mess of anything it touches.’

She was vaguely aware of the girls’ boat landing beside them, setting the girls down, then heading back to the ship for another load of their belongings or Mr Montjoy’s cargo. The sheep enclosures had been unloaded too. Six new men appeared, as unshaven as all she had seen so far except for Mr Montjoy, dressed in clothes that might once have been bright, but were now faded into faint pinks or blue or tan. The men thrust long poles of wood efficiently into the sides of the enclosure and began to carry the sheep shorewards.

The sheep complained. The humans took no notice, except perhaps for Hilde, but she was too far behind for Ming to see.

‘Excuse our uncomfortable landing,’ said Mr Montjoy. ‘In another year our colony will have a proper wharf. You will be able to walk to the shore without worrying about what you tread in. We need that wharf, and more. Already the colony is exporting wheat, and meat and vegetables to the whaling ships. But we do have a road from Adelaide to the port now. Governor Gawler opened it only a short time ago. Ahem.’ He looked down at a long stretch of shallow water in the sand. ‘I’m afraid I will have to wade through this.’ He gestured to two men sitting closer to the shore, then slipped off his boots and what looked like stockings and rolled up his trousers.

The two men appeared, carrying a chair on four poles. Mr Montjoy helped Ming up onto it as if she were a delicate rose. Ming sighed. This puddle had looked fairly clean, and she’d much rather have had a cool paddle in the water.

The chair carriers trudged across the broad green puddle and did not let her down till they had crossed the next one. They held the conveyance up so she could step out in a ladylike manner rather than scramble up from the sand. She looked around to find the girls just behind her. No chair for them, but wet socks and soaked hems to their skirts. Evidently their modesty would not allow them to lift their skirts and show their legs in front of men. Now they had to drag stained, wet skirts across the sand.

Ming glanced over at the sheep. Their carriers still plodded across the sand to the muddy shore. She could make out buildings from here, a few substantial ones that looked like inns, and wooden farm houses with gardens around them, as well as long lines of mud huts rising from muddy soil, as if the ground had suddenly decided to erupt into houses. She could make out a road paved with stones, too, lined with carts, large and small, and a bullock dray with eight massive beasts patiently waiting for the order to move.

She glanced back at the sheep. The ewes had grown resigned, sitting with their legs tucked under them, looking down their noses with obvious disapproval at land with no lush grass, no haystacks, not even buckets of turnips. Only Wusty still stood, managing to stay upright despite the sway of the crate. He had wriggled his head out of the top of the enclosure.

Suddenly the ram stepped back. He bent his head, horns down, then charged, pushing his feet into the holes in the netting. His horns crashed the side of the enclosure. Even those massive horns couldn’t break through, but the carriers dropped the pen in shock.

Wusty leaped over the sagging netting and galloped across the sand.

Or tried to gallop. His narrow hooves sank deep into the sand with each stride. He too seemed wobbly after the long voyage. He kept shaking his head as if to clear it. But he kept on going, heading along the beach, away from the houses and carts and people.

Men shouted. Girls screamed, lifting their skirts to run in case he turned their way. But Wusty kept straight on in his race to freedom.

‘Twenty guineas to the man who catches him!’ yelled Mr Montjoy. His top hat blew off as he began to race along the sand — but Hilde was in front of him with her longer legs, her skirts hitched, showing thick woollen stockings, her solid shoes left behind as she sprinted across the sand.

Ming watched in amazement, not even attempting to join the chase in her buttoned shoes, long skirts and corset. She had never seen a girl run so fast, certainly not in wet sand. But Hilde was probably used to chasing sheep. The other girls quickly took over guarding the ewes, holding onto the ropes attached to their collars, while the men chased Wusty. The ewes seemed happier with the girls they knew, leaning forwards to be scratched and petted.

Wusty and Hilde began to vanish further and further into the sandy distance.

Is this going to be the end of Mr Montjoy’s dreams? wondered Ming in dismay. And Hilde’s too? Hilde might be sent back to Saxony in disgrace if ‘her’ ram was lost, with no dowry nor any chance of her own life in Australia. Five ewes would take a long time to improve Mr Montjoy’s flock. It might be years before he could ever find a ram as fine as Wusty — even if one could be procured. One ram could give lambs to many sheep each year, not just the ones from Saxony, but the five ewes would only have one or two lambs each lambing season.

Ming couldn’t stand the suspense any longer. She began to run as fast as boots and petticoats and coat would allow her — about the speed of a snail on a piece of blotting paper.

At last she saw them. Wusty had been stopped by another long lagoon-like puddle left by the receding tide. He stood hesitating, his legs stained with oil and muck, debating whether to go around or splash through.

Hilde leaped. Not onto his back — one girl could not stop a ram as big and strong as Wusty. She grabbed his hind leg and lay on the filthy sand, holding on fast with both hands.

Wusty glanced down, then began to run again, dragging Hilde with him. He was still fast, but nowhere near as swift as before with the weight of Hilde and her clothes. He swerved around the lagoon, panting furiously, just as Mr Montjoy caught up. Mr Montjoy lunged, grabbed a handful of fleece and was then left holding it as Wusty made an even more desperate effort to flee.

‘His collar!’ screamed Hilde, rolling back and forth as she was dragged along, leaving her headdress in the sand, showing Hilde’s two thick gold plaits and determined face. ‘Grab his collar und the rope!’

Mr Montjoy understood. He made another sprint and jumped. This time his hands found the collar. He did not let go.

Nor did Wusty stop, but dragging two people slowed him down considerably. His sides heaved as he hesitated, to catch his breath. All at once Hilde let go of his hind leg, but before he could try to gallop again, she gripped the rope attached to his collar.

Wusty made one more gallant burst for freedom, but Hilde and Mr Montjoy held firm. And suddenly the big ram gave in.

Hilde kneeled by his head and muttered something soothing to him in German.

‘Bring water!’ she yelled to the men finally catching them up. One produced a flask. Hilde poured a little into her hand and let Wusty lap it.

‘Not too much,’ Hilde added as the man offered the flask again. ‘We must wait till he cools, or it will be congestion of the lungs he is getting or an upset stomach. But here.’ Once again, she reached into the pocket of her apron and came up with a piece of biscuit.

Wusty glanced at it suspiciously, then at Hilde, then again at the biscuit. But it seemed he didn’t blame her for his predicament and, after all, a biscuit was a biscuit. He began to nibble as Hilde handed the rope to one of the men and scratched behind the ram’s horns again. Finally, after a little more water, she gave him another biscuit.

Ming waited for Hilde to apologise to Mr Montjoy. It hadn’t been her fault, but he was the master, and she was the servant. Instead, she gazed down at him, and met his gaze.

‘Did I not say we girls must go with the sheeps?’ She put her hands on her hips indignantly. ‘This is a most royal ram! He might have been hurt or lost, or even killed!’

‘I agree, Miss . . .’ Mr Montjoy hesitated, staring up at her.

‘I am Fräulein Hilde Schmidt, the girl Frau Furlonge herself chose to be in charge of the girls and sheeps. I am thinking, perhaps you should let me do the workings I am paid for and listen when I tell you about sheeps.’

To Ming’s relief Mr Montjoy was obviously trying not to smile at the bedraggled figure in front of him, her dress and plaits sodden with wet sand, her face and hands filthy, her blue eyes furious.

‘I will take your instruction now, Fräulein Hilde, and give orders that the men must obey you too,’ he said soothingly.

‘That I think would be most good,’ said Hilde with dignity. She accepted her soggy headdress from one of the men, and slipped it over her hair again.

‘You were wonderful, Hilde!’ cried Ming, catching up, her wretched shoes half filled with sand.

‘She was most competent,’ agreed Mr Montjoy, but he looked at Ming now, not Hilde. ‘How kind of you, Miss Elizabeth, to help us in the chase! But all is secure now. Shall we have our luncheon? You ladies do like your luncheons. I am sure you must be hungry.’

He offered Ming his arm, leaving Hilde and the men to lead Wusty back to his enclosure.




CHAPTER 12

A LUNCH IN SOUTH AUSTRALIA

Luncheon had been arranged at a nearby inn, a substantial building of round logs with what looked like mud and straw between them, and a roof made of wooden shingles. The door opened to one large main room, with a bar at one end and a massive wooden table with tree stumps for legs in the centre, topped with a clean white cloth and platters of large hunks of cold mutton and beef, fresh loaves of bread already thickly sliced, round pots of pale-yellow butter, a vast round cheese and a big dish of eggs at either end.

A woman in a startlingly white apron that covered her from neck to ankle led out two girls with laden baskets and a young man who carried cushions; Ming thought these were probably what the girls would sit on to eat outside with the sheep, with men to help guard them.

A man with a wooden leg, a shaggy beard, an apron as white as the woman’s and what sounded like a German accent showed Ming and Mr Montjoy into an adjoining room.

The smaller table here was set not just with a white cloth but with silver cutlery, a teapot, hot water pot, sugar basin, a small dish of salt and another of mustard.

Their hostess bustled in with course after course — a leg of ham, a dish of cold chicken, a cold pie filled with chunks of different kinds of meat, with a slice removed to show its jellied contents, a giant roast turkey then a dish of lettuce hearts.

Ming realised she didn’t even know what season it was. Presumably European trees had been planted, but if the Adelaide colony was as young as it seemed to be they would not have had time to grow big enough to show autumn colours or winter bareness. The wind was cold, but the days seemed warm — though that might have been because of her many layers of clothing.

‘Here you are, Mr Montjoy, sir.’ The landlady placed a vast apple pie on the table too. ‘Best apples from Van Diemen’s Land and fit for a king.’

‘And costing a king’s ransom,’ said Mr Montjoy dryly. He smiled and shook his head. ‘I am sure it is worth every penny, Mrs Porter.’ He patted Ming’s hand as the landlady bustled out. ‘I can afford whatever luxury we need, my dear. Don’t you worry about an apple pie in winter.’

But is winter just beginning, or is it nearly spring? Ming thought, as Mr Montjoy carved her a large portion of turkey and then helped her to the lettuce and pie. Ladies, it seemed, did not even fill their own plates. But the turkey was delicious and the gravy savoury, even if the lettuces were slightly bitter in their cream sauce. Her stomach had settled down again, too.

She tried desperately to think of some conversation, but surely Elizabeth White would already know the answers to the questions she wanted to ask: how long had Mr Montjoy been in the colony? What was his wife like? What had Elizabeth’s father been like? Why had Elizabeth’s father been in China? He must have been courageous to marry a Chinese woman. Elizabeth’s mother must have been brave too.

How much would Elizabeth know about where they were headed to? Elizabeth White might even have already seen a sketch of the house they were going to, the one Mr Montjoy had ordered sent from England.

Luckily, Mr Montjoy talked, and kept on talking in between mouthfuls of ham and pie: about being at boarding school with Elizabeth’s father; how the other boys had looked down on him despite their family’s wealth because they were ‘in trade’ but how Elizabeth’s father had become his friend, even though he was five years older, protecting him when the other boys made fun of the Yorkshire accent he worked hard to lose, and his small size. He talked about toasting crumpets on a skewer over the schoolroom fire in secret after lessons and the beating they received when a teacher discovered them; the visit to Elizabeth’s parents in Shanghai when Elizabeth was a small child; and going out to the mulberry plantations where the silkworms were bred, and seeing the women at work weaving the different silks.

‘We even ate fried silkworms, Miss Elizabeth! But you have probably eaten them too, and found them delicious.’

They sounded disgusting, but Ming just gave a polite smile and nod, and took another mouthful of lettuce.

‘It was another bond between us. I was in the wool trade, and as a younger son your father would inherit little, and so had to go into business. Possibly acquaintance with my family encouraged him to invest in silk. Your mother was of great help to him. Her family had connections at court and were greatly respected.’ He smiled at Ming. ‘You must know a lot about silk?’

‘Not really,’ said Ming carefully. She knew silk came from the cocoons of silkworms, but until she had seen the contents of Elizabeth’s trunk she’d had no idea it could be made into so many kinds of fabric.

‘You mother was a great beauty, just like her daughter,’ he added with a smile, ‘but she had a will of iron, too. She insisted on attending the missionary school, and then stayed on as a teacher. Her English was perfect, of course, but she spoke several Chinese dialects too. I doubt your father’s firm would have become so successful without her help. A woman can be a great helpmeet to her husband, Miss Elizabeth, even though your kind are thought of as weak and gentle beings.’

Ming couldn’t think of any tactful response to that. Thankfully Mr Montjoy kept talking. Of course: he must be lonely if he lived away from the city, for a gentleman would rarely have a servant as a friend.

‘Your father was kind enough to send me lengths of the best fabrics every year. Most are unused still in their packing cases in my attic. Little did your poor father know that one day his daughter might be the one to use them, for of course you must now regard them as your own, to wear in his memory. Apple pie, Miss Elizabeth?’

‘No, thank you, sir.’ Ming suddenly felt desperately sorry for Elizabeth White, her parents lost to her, no family and no home, her only refuge the aunt she obviously did not want to stay with, or the job of a governess in a land she must know little about, working for a man she had been too young to remember.

‘The landlady will pack it up for us,’ said Mr Montjoy. ‘It’s a good ten hours to the estate, but you’ll find my phaeton comfortable and well sprung — it’s a spider phaeton. I imported her from America: low slung and the safest vehicle you can ride in even on our rough tracks to Montjoy.’

He grinned at her. ‘How your father laughed when he heard what I’d called my new estate. I’ll warrant he never mentioned he was at school with a John Montjoy, did he?’

‘Well . . .’ said Ming, trying to think of a careful answer.

Mr Montjoy laughed. ‘That’s because he never was. My name was William Biggins then — Billy Biggins, and it’s Biggins’s Mills that are paying my way to be a gentleman. “You’ll never make a gent with the name Biggins, lad,” my father said. “No matter what fancy school we send you to.” So when I put my name and cash down to come out here it was as John Montjoy, and young Edmund was baptised Edmund Montjoy, so the name’ll stick.’

Mr Montjoy winked at Ming. ‘I doubt there’s a single man in Australia hasn’t come here wanting a new life, and some of us got new names to go with them. Now, we’d better be heading off.’ He pulled the bell for the landlady. ‘I’ll warrant you’ll want a wash before we leave.’

The landlady tactfully escorted Ming to another room, for the ‘wash’ or, rather, for the chamberpot standing prominently on a wooden stool, covered by an embroidered cloth. Ming used it gratefully, though she wished a servant didn’t have to carry it out the back for her afterwards.

She combed her curls then washed her face, that strange not quite her own face. Was this really how she’d look in three years or so? Yes, she decided, glancing in the mirror, she was quite pleased with the face of older Ming.

She straightened her shawl, made sure her skirts weren’t hitched up at the back and went back into the main room. It was empty, so she ventured back outside. It seemed the workmen had gone back to loading the trunks, barrels and bales from the ship onto the waiting carts. Many had already moved off, including the cart with the sheep and their handlers, part of a long slow progression up the road.

Modern Adelaide had looked nothing like this. The road was built up in a kind of clay embankment covered in moss, with rock and mud, well-trodden by hooves, below it. She took Mr Montjoy’s arm again as a groom in the pink shirt and grey trousers, which she was beginning to recognise as the uniform of Mr Montjoy’s workers, drove a high-wheeled vehicle to the front of the inn pulled by two glossy brown horses. Someone had rescued and cleaned Mr Montjoy’s big top hat. He placed it firmly on his head again, then climbed up onto the front seat and took the reins from the groom, while the other groom handed Ming up then took the small seat behind.

The horses took off at a swinging trot. Ming gripped the sides of the carriage at first, but soon relaxed. The ride was much rougher than a car, but the horses seemed obedient and the road relatively smooth, the seat was well cushioned and the leather roof meant she didn’t have to use her parasol.

They soon passed the cart with the sheep and their female handlers. This was enclosed too, but a larger one than the sheep had occupied coming to shore, with a thick layer of straw for them to rest on. The girls each sat next to her own sheep, three leaning back on them as if they were giant woolly cushions, another two gazing with interest at the farms they passed. It was hard to tell them apart in their identical dresses and bonnets, except for Hilde, taller than the rest, her now-dry headdress crumpled, as she idly scratched behind one of Wusty’s horns while he looked around suspiciously.

Someone had put buckets of fresh grass on the dray. The sheep were munching it with pleasure.

The phaeton was soon past the carts, leaving them to the dust of the road. The breeze was pleasant, smelling faintly of horse. The mud was behind them now, the land on both sides sliced into paddocks with wooden fences, some ploughed and growing what Ming suspected might be wheat or oats, and others with fat cattle she recognised as gentle-eyed Jerseys from a school assignment she’d done the previous year. The farm houses looked sturdy and every kilometre or so another inn offered food and drink and a stone trough out the front to water the horses.

Mr Montjoy glanced at her. ‘Attractive, isn’t it? The milk and butter here are the finest I’ve tasted and the grazing excellent. Why, grass grows even in winter here! We’ll change horses once we’re through the city.’

And it was a city already, Ming realised, as Mr Montjoy gave her a thorough lecture on each building they passed. ‘That is Trinity Church . . . the elegant house belongs to Mr J Morphett Esq. . . . that is the Bank of South Australia over there, and the Bank of Australasia. The new schoolhouse is being built just across the way. Ah, now we have the post office. Do not mind the thatched cottages. The Company has taken over the land to build a row of very substantial and spacious shops. You will find any frippery you need here soon, as well as the most elegant dressmaking and mantua establishments. This is a colony for gentlemen, after all, and our wives’ requirements for a fashionable life must be met. Even our police force is made up of educated men of respectable standing.’

‘What are those buildings, sir?’ Ming pointed at a mud and thatch barracks, much like the one she had noticed back in the port.

‘Oh, that? Pay no attention to it. It will soon be gone. That’s one of the Receiving Houses for the assisted passengers.’

‘Assisted passengers? Like me, sir?’

‘Certainly not! You come as my employee, though I think of you as my guest. Has no one told you about our situation here?’

‘Very little,’ said Ming carefully.

‘I suppose our new colony is of little interest in Shanghai. Adelaide is to be unique in the history of the world! It is a colony of gentlemen. Each colonist brings a certain amount of capital to the colony and receives land in return. The assisted passengers are skilled tradesmen needed for our colony to thrive — stonemasons, cobblers, blacksmiths by preference — but any strong healthy man who is sober and industrious and can give references from a surgeon as to his health and from a clergyman asserting his good moral character can apply to come here. The Company then pays their way out and provides food and the shelter you see. But none stay there long — we have no convicts here, like the other colonies. Every able-bodied man is soon employed, even if it is breaking rocks for the roads or carting water. Why, a water carter can earn thirty shillings a day, if he is industrious!’

‘Can women be assisted passengers too, sir?’

‘Of course! Cooks and seamstresses and nurses, and experienced housekeepers are in great demand. I made sure to have my own sent here, lest we be without sufficient maids. Men can even bring their families, but unless his wife is an experienced servant or dairymaid or similar, he must pay her way.’

Ming looked more closely at the people they were passing. Yes, they were visibly members of two classes — bejewelled women and girls in dresses like hers and even finer, with footmen following carrying their packages, and others dressed in plain but serviceable work clothes. But there were no beggars, as she had seen in Sydney of the 1890s, nor any of the hungry faces she had seen during her time in World War I.

It all seemed — comfortable. Safe. Well, that’s what I asked Herstory for, thought Ming. Somewhere comfortable and safe.

A guilty memory of Hilde and the others flashed into her mind. They would be hot and had almost certainly not had roast turkey and lettuce hearts. But the fare on the common table had looked plentiful and tasty too, and at least the girls could lie down in the dray, she thought enviously. She was going to have to sit stiffly upright in her corset like a lady for the entire journey.

They changed horses at another substantial inn, the whole process taking only a few minutes, with a groom ready to replace their two now-sweating steeds with fresh ones.

Mr Montjoy resumed his praise of Adelaide. ‘I do believe this to be one of the true paradises of the world, Miss Elizabeth. The birds, the wild game, the plentiful good timber and fertile soil. Even the wild land seems parklike, with good grass between tall trees, from the natives’ practice of burning the old white grass each winter. We are building a new Eden here, Miss Elizabeth. I hope you will find it so. We will have a hospital soon and already schools are being established for both day pupils and boarders. And there are churches for every denomination — complete freedom of religion, even for those of the lower orders who are not Anglican.’ He takes it for granted that gentlemen would be Anglican, thought Ming, and that I would be too, though if Elizabeth’s mother had taught in a missionary school that was understandable. ‘The Independents, the Kirk of Scotland, the Free Kirk and the Roman Catholics: each have comfortable places of worship. The Baptists have a very small neat chapel, and there are several Lutheran churches. The sad religious intolerance of the Germanic nation has meant that many boatloads of those countrymen have come here.’

‘And countrywomen?’

He glanced at her curiously. ‘Yes, of course, colonists and farmers alike bring their wives and daughters with them. Indeed, we owe much of the colony’s bounty of fresh vegetables and small fruit to their industry.’

He changed the subject. ‘I hope you don’t find this journey too long. It is a full day to get to Montjoy, but there are no suitable inns along the way, and nor do I wish to risk leaving the royal sheep overnight except in their prepared enclosure. The shepherds here must be on constant watch for dingoes, the wild dogs of this land, and the natives too sometimes spear a sheep, though most are quite well mannered.’

For a moment Ming felt even more lost in an unfamiliar land than she had in World War I Belgium. How could she possibly protest that the people of this land were its skilled guardians, with a culture and knowledge probably far greater than Mr Montjoy’s?

But Elizabeth White would know nothing of the Aboriginal nations of Australia, and if she had, Mr Montjoy would probably have patronisingly ignored a girl’s opinions.

‘I have arranged for the exchange of horses and bullocks all along the way,’ continued Mr Montjoy jovially, ‘but I fear it will be dark long before we arrive. The moon is full, as I said this morning, we have torches in plenty and the track has been well cleared.’

‘What is your home like, sir?’ asked Ming shyly. ‘Letters and drawings can only tell one so much,’ she added hurriedly.

‘Ah, your father showed you those? I sent him the drawings and he helped provide me with the best Chinese silk carpets, which to my mind are far more delicate and fitting for a gentleman’s home than the woollen Persians, and some most excellent carved mahogany furnishings. I spared no expense, I can tell you! I had the best architect in England draw up the house plans — well, he cost the most, anyway. One hundred and eighty-five panes of glass were brought out from England, the best English china and furniture — my wife, Alyce, attended to that, as well as all the linen — clocks from Switzerland and sixteen chandeliers, each one hung by an expert brought down from Sydney. Two for the entrance hall, two for the dining room, four for the ballroom . . .’

‘Ballroom!’ exclaimed Ming.

He glanced at her, delighted. ‘Oh, yes. We may not have any neighbours yet, Miss Elizabeth, but as this will be a colony of gentlemen, I have no doubt we shall soon be visiting with most excellent company in the neighbourhood. As first residents we will be able to offer the first hospitality too.’

And the newcomers mightn’t mind that he was once Billy Biggins, not John Montjoy, Ming thought, not if he and his wife offer them a ball in the wilderness. He will probably arrange for an orchestra as well.

‘I’ve paid four thousand pounds for two thousand acres, but intend to occupy four thousand more, and have them marked out as mine. There is so much empty land there is plenty for all. I have six hundred sheep already, as good merino stock as can be found in Australia, some shipped from Van Diemen’s Land, and some brought overland from the Macarthurs. The South Australian Company also sold me some Saxon sheep, though not as fine as the ones I have just purchased, of course. I paid a hundred guineas for each of those sheep, Miss Elizabeth, and it’s cost me three times that to get them this far. But it will be worth it. I keep two shepherds with each flock of sheep, with a hut for each two men, well provisioned with tea, syrup, salt, sugar, flour and all the kangaroo they can shoot. Sadly, the colony’s shepherds are often careless, and the shearers are clumsy handed, even at twenty shillings a day.’

They were passing through treed country now, tall ghost-white trees with massive arms that reached towards the sky. Ming tried to spot koalas clinging to the leafy branches above the phaeton, but couldn’t see any. A family of dozing kangaroos struggled to their feet, startled by the oncoming procession, and bounded across the road.

‘Kangarruhs. Remarkable animals, are they not, Miss Elizabeth? The mothers keep their babies in their pouches, and have up to six at a time.’

No, they don’t, thought Ming, but once again it wouldn’t do to correct him.

‘You will find the most interesting animals here, Miss Elizabeth, though none worthy of a hunt except possibly the emus — giant birds like ostriches. It is quite good sport to chase a mob of them and bring one down. The meat is too greasy for the table, but the shepherds eat it, and the oil is said to be good for the rheumatics. The men shoot the dingoes of course — but there is scarcely any sport in that.’ He laughed. ‘There is not even much challenge in duck shooting, as there are so many along the creeks and river that if you fire into the air, six ducks fall down.’

His voice droned on. The problems sheep had with footrot; scab and how to treat it . . . ‘I have even trained some of the native girls to be sheep watchers. They learn English surprisingly quickly, though they show a distressing tendency to leave to get married. Many of the native men are also excellent woodcutters, and even make good shingles. But do not worry,’ he added. ‘All the house servants are English, well trained and with the most excellent references from good houses.’

Except me, thought Ming, wondering where the people so recently forced off what were now called the Montjoy estates had gone.

The rest of the party was well behind them now. At least Hilde and the other girls no longer have to travel in the dust from the phaeton, thought Ming guiltily. Another change of horses with a freshly prepared picnic basket handed out to them after a quick visit to a fly-clouded privy. They ate as the horses trotted briskly along the track, small pies featuring a meat Ming didn’t recognise, hard boiled eggs fried in a coating of thick mince; small rolls with a soft creamy cheese and watercress, jam tarts, fruitcake, a flask of something lemon-flavoured for Ming and another that smelled alcoholic for Mr Montjoy.

Kookaburras called. Other birds winged purposefully through the trees. Dusk began to filter through the branches, their leaves rustling almost as if they were singing the day to rest. A beast as large as a sheep, but squarer, trundled across the road, then stopped in the middle of the track, obviously puzzled by the strange noises of wheels and horses. Mr Montjoy swore, pulling at the reins. The horses swerved just in time to avoid the animal. Ming peered back and they thudded on.

‘Just a wumbut, Miss Elizabeth. Dashed nuisances, pardon my language. Could have hurt the horses if we’d run into it. The dashed beasts are everywhere.’

Ming was about to remark that she’d never seen a wombat as large, then remembered that Elizabeth White would never have seen any wombat. The one she’d glimpsed back there seemed to have a peculiarly shaped face too. It must be a hairy-nosed wombat, she realised. She and Dad and Tuan had seen them in the Adelaide Zoo, though those animals had slept behind the glass.

‘Dashed creatures dig vast warrens everywhere. The sheep know to avoid the holes, but it spoils a good gallop — too easy for a horse to slip into them and break a leg.’

‘They must dig through your fences, too,’ said Ming, then hoped she hadn’t given away too much knowledge of wombats. But Mr Montjoy shook his head. ‘We don’t bother with fences out here. Each shepherd has his own flock, and a flock of sheep gets to know its own territory. I have had a stonewalled field made for the Saxon sheep though, with a separate paddock for the ram. The cows have their own paddock, but I only keep cows for milk. I did have a dairymaid, but the creature went and married a potato farmer down on the Peninsula. It’s dashed hard to keep female servants in this country — there are so many more men than women. Ex-convicts, you know, or soldiers sent out here, and every man with forty acres and a hut or a worthwhile trade wants a wife. I had a paddock of turnips planted last autumn for the sheep’s winter feed,’ he added, returning to his favourite subject. ‘I’ve been studying the matter most thoroughly, and it seems turnips are excellent fodder for sheep in winter. I have been wondering what other crops might supplement the native grasses . . .’

Ming tuned out. She was already bored with sheep, and how many staircases Mr Montjoy had brought out from England and how much he had paid for them, and the number of fireplaces and the size of the chimneys . . .

‘. . . it has been my endeavour to bring whatever is needed for domestic comfort, Miss Elizabeth. We have hens already of course, and geese, and wild ducks on the river, and a dozen turkeys should arrive in this shipment, though to my mind a good green goose is better than any roast turkey. You may find roast kangarruh a little too gamey, but the wild duck is excellent. We should have a reasonable crop of soft fruit this spring, strawberries and raspberries and currants and blackberries, and all kinds of orchard and vine fruits too within a couple of years. Meanwhile we make do with the most excellent crystallised fruit sent overland from England, or even Sydney . . .’

Mr Montjoy seemed determined to list every food on his farm. But food must be desperately important on an isolated farm, thought Ming, especially to someone who felt it was important to have a gentleman’s meals, not charred kangaroo and damper. He was probably reassuring himself as much as her.

The groom who had remained silently behind them suddenly reached down and pulled out a small wooden box. He scraped something metal across a rock. A spark flew into loose bark in the box. The groom quickly held the flame to one of the torches and then the others. Shadows fluttered about the phaeton, the trees like vast skeletal hands above them.

It wasn’t at all like riding in a car with a steady beam of illumination from the headlights. It was spooky, and scary too, especially as the phaeton’s wheels jolted over tree roots. But, at last, she grew too tired to keep her eyes open and Mr Montjoy’s droning about sheep was an even more effective way of sending her to sleep than counting sheep.




CHAPTER 13

ARRIVAL

‘Wake up, Miss Elizabeth. We are nearly home.’

Ming opened her eyes, then stared.

A house seemed to hover above them in the darkness. It was nothing like the long colonial house she had been expecting, with wide verandahs. This vast dwelling was three storeys high, blank faced at the front and extending into large wings on either side, so the whole house was an unadorned U shape.

Except for the windows! How many had Mr Montjoy said there were? There seemed to be hundreds, every one of them shining a yellow light into the darkness, illuminating a curved gravelled driveway leading up to the front door, at which were wide steps, two pillars and a small porch. The driveway then divided into two, one part heading to the back of the house, the other down the hill to join the main track again.

‘Splendid, is it not?’ enthused Mr Montjoy. ‘I venture it would hold its own against any manor house in England. Your father was kind enough to invite me home with him in the holidays so I could learn the arts of a gentleman’s life. Though you must be used to Chinese palaces,’ he added, his excitement waning a little.

‘It’s . . . it’s the most incredible house I’ve ever seen!’ said Ming, entirely truthfully. She had never seen a house this size or shape, so alone in the vast darkness and so lit up.

‘Really?’ He sounded delighted. ‘I ordered the servants to light the chandeliers and candles in every room so your first glimpse should show it at its best.’

‘You are very kind,’ said Ming.

‘Nonsense! Anything I can do to make a young woman welcome in a foreign land.’ The horses were tired now, plodding up the driveway. As they drew closer to the house it no longer seemed to float, the young shrubs and rounded garden beds tethering it to the earth.

More torches appeared, held by two men in green trousers, white shirts and green waistcoats. Footmen, thought Ming, as suddenly figures appeared from around the house, to stand in two lines in front of the entrance.

Mr Montjoy helped her down. ‘Welcome to Montjoy, Miss Elizabeth,’ he said warmly.

A man all in black except for his white shirt bowed. ‘Welcome to Montjoy, madam.’

‘Greggs, the butler,’ said Mr Montjoy.

A woman, also in black, curtseyed. ‘Welcome, Miss White.’

‘Mrs Bunns, our housekeeper.’

‘Welcome, Miss White,’ said Mrs Bunns, who should have looked as plump as her name, but was shaped like a string bean in her neat black dress. Am I going to be introduced to everyone? wondered Ming in dismay, and two girls in white caps and aprons curtseyed as she passed. To her relief, Mr Montjoy led her up the stairs with no further introductions into a wide, cream-painted room with, yes, two chandeliers glowing with candles. The house smelled slightly of warm honey, and the lavender polish Ming remembered from the 1890s.

‘Mrs Bunns will see you to your room. Do not rise early, Miss Elizabeth. You have had a long day and a longer journey. But it is my most deep pleasure to have you here.’ Mr Montjoy bowed.

Ming curtseyed wearily again.

‘This way, Miss White.’ Mrs Bunns led the way up a double-sided staircase with, yes, marble stairs, their middle carpeted with a long silk runner, much like the rug in her cabin on the ship.

Ming glanced back as Greggs shut the front door. Presumably, the servants were not allowed to use the front door but had to trudge all the way around the house to the back. Unless there was a side door somewhere.

But Hilde and all the others? It would take them hours yet to get here. Hopefully the girls could use the sheep as pillows and get some rest. She hoped they’d been provided with dinner too. Surely they had. Mr Montjoy seemed a most considerate employer.

Especially to a governess.




CHAPTER 14

A COMFORTABLE ESTATE

Ming opened her eyes to darkness. No, not total darkness. Coals glowed in the fireplace and a sliver of light gleamed from the top of the thick brocade curtains, which were almost all Ming had noticed last night, except for the softness of the bed and pillows, which didn’t sway back and forth like her bed on the ship, or bounce up and down like the phaeton until every bone ached from the ride. The room smelled faintly of woodsmoke and lavender.

She sat up, then gasped as the door opened, bringing a shaft of daylight.

‘Good morning, Miss White. I’m May, Miss White, to act as your maid, if you approve, miss. Will I open the curtains, miss?’

‘Yes, please,’ said Ming, stretching. ‘Did the girls from Saxony and the sheep arrive safely last night?’

‘Oh, those sheep! Master’s been talking about nothing else for weeks. He’s down there with them now. Yes’m, they’re all safe, miss.’

‘Are the girls’ rooms near mine?’ She would like to see a familiar face again.

‘The girls have a hut of their own next to the sheep fields, miss,’ said May, shocked. ‘I’ll just bring your morning tea, miss, while the water is heating for your bath, and then you might like breakfast before you dress?’

‘Yes, please,’ said Ming, glad she didn’t need to begin work straight away. She stared out at the view exposed by the open curtains.

Green grass and the beginnings of formal gardens had been laid out near the house, but beyond that the branches were skeletal, dead white trees marching from hill to hill.

May followed her gaze. ‘The men have done a good job, haven’t they, miss? Fifty acres cleared this year and another fifty ringbarked. The trees will be dead too by Christmas. It’s a grand sight, isn’t it, turning wilderness into good farmland?’

‘But the animals who lived there . . .’

‘We’ve got some good shots here, miss. There’s grand eating on a young kangarruh and most of the birds make good pies. Cook’s parrot pie would be fit for Queen Victoria herself. But don’t go taking any wumbut steak if someone offers you any of its meat. It’s strong enough to curl your toes. I’ll just get your morning tea, miss.’

‘Thank you,’ said Ming faintly. The poor bare hills, the animals killed or driven off, and the people of this land too. The country had seemed so beautiful as they passed through it, not wild at all, but tended enough to keep its natural beauty. But we’re in the past, she reminded herself. This is the beginning of the Australia I live with today: most of its forests cleared, its rivers shrinking, its wetlands drained, so many animals extinct or in danger of it.

This was how it began.

‘Here’s your tea, miss,’ said May.

Early morning tea was accompanied by oaten biscuits; the bath came with rose-scented soap. Ming sat in a lace-edged loose silk gown at a small table by the window, her now dust-free hair drying again while she was served with a plate of salty ham, scrambled eggs flecked with parsley, a well-filled toast rack, three kinds of jam, a bowl of what must be bottled stewed apricots, for surely cans weren’t used yet, and a pot of tea with all its accoutrements.

May opened a door in the side wall of the bedroom. The small room beyond seemed to be filled with clothes: not just white, but all colours. Ming blinked. Surely Elizabeth hadn’t brought all those with her from China?

‘Your trunks haven’t been unpacked yet, miss, and I imagine your clothes need . . . tending,’ said May, tactfully not saying they must smell of sweat and salt and rat and sheep and must be cleaned and ironed before they’d be fit to wear again. ‘Mr Montjoy said that as the year of mourning has passed you might venture into colour again? He had your measurements and the best silks sent to a dressmaker in Sydney — a very good one, miss — there not being time to order clothes from Paris or London. A pale blue today, miss? It would match your eyes.’

‘Whatever you think best,’ said Ming in relief, glad she didn’t have to guess what to wear or how to put it on.

May had been well trained, it seemed, as she used heated tongs to quickly curl the front of Ming’s hair into ringlets, then neatly braided the rest into a coil on top of her head. Her hair dried quickly in the heat of the window and the warmth of the fire. Ming stood while May dressed her in another two petticoats, but at least they smelled fresh, a silk camisole, the wretched corset, another camisole, the dress, stockings, garters, buttoned boots, lace gloves, lace shawl, a small matching lace headdress, her pearl earrings and a pearl brooch.

At last, she was judged ready to leave her bedroom. May suddenly looked nervous. ‘Mr Montjoy said you were to rest as much as you liked today but, if you pardon, miss, Nanny Groves would like to see you in the nursery.’

It was evidently time to meet the boy she’d be governess to. Ming smiled. ‘Of course.’ She wondered when she would finally meet Mrs Montjoy. Possibly, the mistress of this splendid estate rose late in the morning or perhaps she went out for an early morning gallop. Mrs Montjoy obviously hadn’t thought she needed to stay awake to greet a governess last night.

Ming followed May along a corridor, upstairs, along another corridor, then down still more steps. Evidently the governess was not supposed to live in the nursery with her charge. That was probably Nanny Groves’s job.

Ming waited while May opened the door and announced, ‘Miss White is here, Mrs Groves.’

‘So I see.’ The woman standing next to the fireguard was in her fifties perhaps: grey hair, grey lace hairnet, grey dress and an expression more black than grey. A small boy dressed in a pleated pinafore and stout boots glanced up at Ming, then went back to spinning his top by the hearth. Mrs Groves eyed Ming up and down.

Ming curtseyed, hoping it was the correct thing to do.

It wasn’t.

‘Don’t you think you can sway me with pretty manners, you hussy!’ the woman sneered.

‘I . . . I beg your pardon?’ replied Ming.

‘A chit of a girl curtseying to a nanny, and one from the aristocracy on her father’s side at that! And bringing a China girl into my nursery! I never heard the like.’

Nanny seemed not to have decided whether Ming was too good for the nursery or should be barred from it because she was Chinese, Ming thought, half amused and half dismayed. How was she going to teach with a woman like this hissing at her? She had thought she was prepared for racism, but not this woman’s unthinking hatred.

‘And as for your ma’s so-called “royal connections” — as far as I am concerned, there’s one Empress, and one Empress only, and that’s her Majesty Queen Victoria, no matter what kings and queens and rajahs the heathen think they have. A young gel with more than a touch of the tarbrush thinking she is going to be mistress of Montjoy! I am just glad I won’t be here to see it. I have already obtained a position in the household of Mr and Mrs Reginald Smythe, newly arrived from Bath. A more respectable family. No trade or natives in their household.’

‘I beg your pardon,’ said Ming. ‘There must be some mistake.’

‘There certainly has been a mistake. It is to be thanked that the poor mistress isn’t here to see it, the Honourable Miss Alyce as was. I worked for the Tinny family for twenty years and when she married Mr Montjoy — Mr Biggins I should say — I wasn’t letting her come to a savage land alone. But serve under a Chinese mistress I will not.’

Nanny Groves reached for her bonnet. ‘I will bid you good day, Miss White. I hope you will not live to regret this, as Mr Montjoy surely will. I will leave you now, if I am to reach Adelaide before midnight.’

‘But I don’t understand. Mrs Montjoy is . . .’ Ming glanced at the child, still playing with his top at Mrs Groves’s feet. ‘Mrs Montjoy is deceased?’

‘At poor Edmund’s birth, as you should know very well from the master’s letters to your father. I would have stayed with the master and Edmund, out of loyalty to my poor mistress, but living with a Chinese mistress lording it over me I will not stand.’

‘But I’m only the governess!’

‘A likely story. Trying to make it all seem respectable, I have no doubt, especially with you so young and all. A year or so as governess and then a fancy wedding in Adelaide. Well, Edmund . . .’ The boy stood, straight as a small soldier, at her tone, glancing at the older woman apprehensively. ‘This is the nasty Chinese girl who is going to be your new mother. You are to be much pitied, poor child. Now I must wish you goodbye.’ She pulled on her grey gloves as Edmund gazed at Ming, wide eyed.

‘She’s got funny shaped eyes,’ he said apprehensively. ‘I . . . I don’t want a new mother! I don’t want any mother!’

‘We don’t all get what we want in this world,’ said Nanny Groves in a voice of doom. ‘Good day to you both.’ She strode from the room, or at least tittupped as fast as her garb allowed.

‘Hello,’ Ming said tentatively to Edmund.

The boy stared at her, terrified. ‘Are you going to cut my head off with a cutlass?’

‘No! I’m just here to teach you,’ said Ming desperately, hoping it was true. Mr Montjoy couldn’t want to marry her, could he? Or rather, Elizabeth White? She remembered all the new dresses, the luxurious room, the way he had boasted about the comforts of his estate.

All that for a governess? Why had it never occurred to her that his wife might have died, when so many women died in childbirth in these times? Maybe I would have wondered if I really was sixteen, she thought.

‘I don’t want you!’ Edmund yelled. ‘If . . . if you try to cut my head off to eat me, I’ll hit you with my cricket bat. Go away!’

‘You might like me when you get to know me.’ Ming stepped towards him. ‘How about I tell you a story? A story about . . . about three little pigs —’

‘Don’t touch me! Chinese people have yellow skin! If you touch me I might turn yellow too!’

‘That’s nonsense. See, my skin is almost the same colour as yours. Anyway, you shouldn’t judge people by the way they look.’

‘Nanny said it was true!’ he yelled. ‘Nanny said you’d beat me and eat me for supper and Papa was only marrying you because he wasn’t really a gentleman and didn’t know any better. I’m not going to have you for my mama.’

He turned as she reached for him and ran to the window. Before Ming could stop him, he had clambered up, pulled up the casement, and jumped out.




CHAPTER 15

CONVINCING EDMUND

Ming raced to the window. Thank goodness the nursery was on the ground floor. She had a horrible feeling Edmund would have jumped even if they’d been on the floor above.

She could just see his cream smock vanish through a newly planted hedge.

She tried to scramble up herself, muttered at the bulky skirts and confining corset. She finally managed to perch on the windowsill and slide down.

She ran in the direction Edmund had taken, pushing her way through the knee-high hedge, glimpsing him among young trees in what would one day be an orchard, and then racing through the tussocks and grass of the paddock beyond.

‘Edmund! Stop!’ she yelled. ‘I’m not going to hurt you! Edmund . . .’

Suddenly a tall figure appeared among the trees — Hilde, leading Wusty. Had she been taking Wusty for a walk?

‘Grab him!’ shrieked Ming.

The small boy turned. ‘No! Go away!’ he yelled back at her.

‘Truly, I’m not going to hurt you . . .’ began Ming, then stopped. A piece of curved wood at the end of a long stick had hooked Edmund so that he stumbled, rolling over and over till Hilde grabbed his collar.

Hilde grinned down at him. ‘Was ist das? Have I found a big Australian rabbit?’

Edmund wriggled furiously. ‘I’m not a rabbit! I’m the master’s son!’

‘And Miss White, she is your governess. Why do you run from her?’

‘She’s a savage who’s going to eat us all and marry Papa and beat me.’

Hilde laughed. ‘Which must she do first? If she eats you all she cannot marry your papa, or beat you.’

Edmund glared up at her.

Hilde kneeled down, still holding Wusty’s lead rope. ‘Master Montjoy, I have travelled long with Miss White. She is most nice! She feeds me good things and talks to me, though I am just a . . . a sheeps girl. She has never said she will marry your papa. She just wishes to teach you how to read, just as she taught me. You are a lucky boy to have a good teacher for the readings,’ said Hilde wistfully.

‘We’ll have fun,’ panted Ming, catching up.

Edmund still looked at her suspiciously. ‘Nanny said you’d set your cap at Papa.’

‘But Miss White, she does not wear a cap! Not even a bonnet today! I think perhaps she will be more funner than your nanny. Your nanny sounds a most stupid woman. Here.’ Hilde took out a biscuit and handed it to Ming. ‘Show the young master how you and Wusty are friends.’

Huh, thought Ming. Wusty tolerates me only for a biscuit. But she held it out anyway. Wusty deigned to come closer, nibbling it from her fingers.

‘Now,’ said Hilde in a loud whisper, ‘Miss White and I will show you a most wunderbar secret.’ She began to scratch behind Wusty’s left horn. Ming scratched behind the other.

A look of ecstasy shivered across Wusty’s face. His legs slowly trembled and started to fold, as if the pleasure was too great to stand. He lowered himself down to the joy of being scratched.

‘Now you try,’ offered Hilde.

Edmund reached forwards tentatively and moved his fingers lightly.

‘Harder,’ urged Hilde. ‘Sheeps have most tough skins. Aaah, see? He likes you! Will you give him a biscuit?’

The child was quite transformed by Hilde’s charm. ‘May I? I have never touched a sheep before.’

‘This is the most royal sheep in the world! His name is Prince Wusty! But we just call him Wusty. Here is the biscuit. No, do not worry, he will eat the biscuits only, not your fingers.’

Edmund looked at the sheep with growing delight.

‘Soon we will be the sheeps shearing and you may come and watch,’ said Hilde. ‘Miss White will bring you and explain it all.’

‘I think we had better go back to the house now,’ said Ming, aware that a hundred and eighty-five panes of glass looked down on them, with who knew how many servants behind them. Mr Montjoy would be appalled that his son had run away, and possibly shocked that a governess would appear outside without a head covering.

‘Want to stay with Wusty!’ declared Edmund.

‘We will come back and see Wusty this afternoon,’ promised Ming. ‘Perhaps you could do a drawing of him for your papa.’

‘Maybe,’ said Edmund cautiously.

‘How about I carry you piggy-back?’ asked Ming. He couldn’t run away if he were on her back.

‘Piggy-back?’

‘Like you are riding a horse.’

‘Nanny never did a piggy-back.’

Nanny was probably too old and too dignified, thought Ming. ‘Come on. I’ll crouch down and you climb on my back . . . that’s it. Now, arms around my neck.’

‘I like this!’ yelled Edmund in her ear.

‘Good,’ Ming muttered. The boy was heavier than she’d thought, and the corset made it hard to take a deep breath.

‘You are my horse! Giddy-up!’

‘No,’ said Hilde firmly. ‘Miss White is your governess, and she gives the orders. You must say, “Please Miss White, may I ride on your back to the nursery?”’

‘Please Miss White, may I ride on your back to the nursery?’

‘Yes,’ said Ming in relief.

‘Gut. You be polite to Miss White then, because she is in charge of you, just as I am in charge of the sheeps. I am Miss Hilde.’

‘Yes, Miss Hilde. Can I feed the prince ram again?’

‘If Miss White says you have been a good boy.’

Ming smiled in relief, hefted her burden a bit higher, smiled at Hilde in thanks, then began to trundle towards the house.




CHAPTER 16

NOT JUST A GOVERNESS

‘Master Edmund! Where have you been?’ A young woman in a gingham dress, white apron and mobcap bobbed a curtsey to Ming before hurrying across the entrance hall. ‘I’m Gladys, the nursery maid, Miss White. I look after Master Edmund.’

The boy was already holding out his arms to her. ‘Miss White is a horsey, Gladys! The nice lady with the sheep says Miss White doesn’t eat people at all. And I scratched a ram, Gladys! The biggest one you ever saw. He is a prince sheep! Big as an ephelant!’

‘Elephant,’ corrected Ming automatically, relieved of the weight. ‘I thought Nanny Groves cared for Master Edmund.’

‘Nanny Groves gave the orders,’ said Gladys carefully.

And you did the work, thought Ming. Edmund hadn’t seemed at all upset about his nanny leaving, but he was obviously fond of this young woman.

‘Can we have luncheon now? I’m hungry. Do I have to eat my tapioca now Nanny has gone? The girl with the sheep spoke funny, Gladys.’ He turned back to Ming. ‘Do you have nursery luncheon, Miss White?’

‘I think so,’ said Ming, unsure about her role in the household.

‘You say sorry for running away from Miss White,’ admonished Gladys.

‘I’m sorry, Miss White.’

‘That’s all right.’ Ming expected the whole household was gossiping about it now. ‘You thought I was a cannibal and going to eat you.’

He grinned at her. ‘Nanny said you would, but Miss Hilde said Nanny is silly. Nanny made me eat tapioca every day! I hate tapioca. I’m glad Papa said I am too old for a nanny. Can I wear trousers now Nanny has gone?’

‘I’ll have to ask your father,’ said Ming. ‘But trousers seem like a good idea.’

The nursery was a pleasant room, particularly now Nanny Groves was no longer in it: a long space with many windows looking out onto grassland and a creek twisting below the hill, lined with white-trunked gum trees. Bookcases lined the inner walls, filled not just with books but stuffed animals and wooden toys. There was a small child-sized table, and a full-sized one with four chairs. Luncheon was already laid out on the cloth. Ming was relieved to see three places set, obviously for her, Gladys and Edmund.

So, the story of Mr Montjoy planning to marry her was only prejudice and spite, now that Edmund needed a governess not a nanny, she thought with relief. And the luxury was simply kindness to the orphaned daughter of his friend, the position of governess a way to offer her a home.

A small troupe of maids carried in the trays, placing all the food on the table at the same time, instead of serving courses as Ming had known in the 1890s. I really must find out what year I am in, she thought, though any newspaper here might be weeks or months old.

The food was similar to the meals she had already eaten there: cold chicken, sliced bread and butter, lettuce hearts, sliced celery, radishes cut into rose shapes, and a vast apple tart.

Edmund gazed at the food in wonder. ‘Apple tart!’ he breathed. ‘And chicken!’

‘You eat your bread and butter first,’ said Gladys firmly. ‘Nanny thought children should have nothing but bread and milk for luncheon,’ she added to Ming, ‘and tapioca pudding too, but my mum raised all nine of us on bread and mutton and all of my brothers are over six feet tall now. Bread and milk for a growing boy indeed!’

‘I totally agree,’ said Ming. Edmund looked up and gave her a grin.

‘Then after lunch we need to start schoolwork,’ Ming added firmly.

‘But I want to go and see the other royal sheep! And scratch the prince ram’s horns again. Miss Hilde said I could!’

‘Miss Hilde is not your governess,’ said Ming, trying to be firm. ‘And she said you could only see Prince Wusty if you are good. How about . . . how about you draw a picture of Prince Wusty and I’ll show you how to write, Wusty, Prince of the Sheep? Better still, you can do two drawings — one for Miss Hilde and one for your papa. Then when you’ve formed your letters, we can go down to give Miss Hilde her drawing.’

‘Then when I see Papa after nursery tea, I can give him his drawing!’ enthused Edmund.

‘Exactly.’ Ming envisaged many lessons based on sheep, but there were worse things to capture the interest of a small boy. ‘It will be hard to form the letters,’ she warned. ‘But I’ll help guide your pencil. Then, tomorrow, I’ll teach you the alphabet song. Miss Hilde is learning to read and write too,’ she added. ‘So you can help me teach her what we learn each day.’

‘Can Prince Wusty learn too?’

‘Sheep can’t write,’ said Ming. ‘How would they hold a pencil?’

‘In their teeth,’ said Edmund practically.

‘Sheep can’t read either,’ said Ming.

Edmund looked stubborn. ‘Maybe they’ve never had a governess.’

‘Probably not,’ agreed Ming. ‘Let’s see if we can teach Prince Wusty to read.’ At least it would give Edmund a lot of reading practice.

Gladys helped Edmund to a large slice of apple pie, then poured very yellow custard over it. He ate with gusto, then beamed at Ming. ‘You look funny, but I’m glad you’re my governess.’

Ming grinned at him. ‘I’m glad I’m your governess too, but it’s rude to comment if someone looks different. You should only comment if they look beautiful or handsome, or to tell them quietly they have spilled soup down their front.’

Edmund giggled, then gazed at the remnants of the apple pie and gave a sigh of pleasure. ‘I am never going to eat tapioca ever, ever, ever again.’




CHAPTER 17

A PORTRAIT FOR PRINCE WUSTY

The drawings of the ram were very fine; the writing was less so, but Edmund seemed enthusiastic, as well as determined to finish his task in time to visit Hilde and Wusty before nursery tea.

The sheep girls were lodged in a long hut made of logs and topped with wooden shingles. On one side of the room their wooden beds were lined up facing the middle of the room, each bed covered with feather mattresses and quilts, next to the wooden chests that must contain each girl’s belongings. On the room’s other side the precious ‘royal’ sheep lay on beds of fresh hay. A table with six plain wooden chairs stood at the end of the hut, and a fireplace with a large iron pot hanging above the glowing coals on a chain, and two water barrels outside, with buckets to collect water from the stream, completed the dwelling.

Hilde seemed happy there, crouched next to Edmund as he scratched an ecstatic Wusty once again, but Ming thought guiltily of all the luxury inside the house. She had asked Herstory for comfort, but not comfort when others had to live so plainly.

‘I’m sorry you have to live with the sheep,’ she said quietly, kneeling beside Hilde on the hay. ‘I’ll ask Mr Montjoy if you could have proper cottages and furniture.’

Hilde looked at her in surprise. ‘But this is a most good house. At home, we live with the animals too. Sheeps in the house make it more warm! There is much firewood here, to keep us warm too, and fresh bread — white bread — that will be brought to us each morning, and all the mutton or meat from the kangarruhs we want to eat, too. Butter and meat and white bread every day! Never ever shall we be hungry!’

Kangarruhs? ‘Kangaroos?’ offered Ming.

‘Ah, kangaroos. I must say it properly. There is so much meat here, and butter and we will get white bread each morning from the big house . . .’ Hilde repeated.

‘But wouldn’t you like . . . ?’ Ming began, then stopped. Enumerating all the things Hilde didn’t have might make her feel worse.

Hilde smiled, understanding completely. ‘Would I not like to be in a palace living, with pretty dresses, where I sit on soft cushions and do not scrub the floors? Of course. I would like to be beautiful too, and to have a man ask me to be his wife, not for my dowry but because he likes me, and listens to my opinions and does not order me, and to marry him and have many children . . .’

‘And sheep,’ added Edmund, who had obviously been following the conversation.

Hilde laughed. ‘Yes, and many sheeps too. And I would like to be lying on a white cloud sometimes and fly across the blue sky. That will not be happening either.’ She touched Ming’s hand with her own callused one. ‘I am most happy here. Why be unhappy, thinking of what I have not? I have begun a yeast plant and will soon make ale and, when the sheeps have their lambs, I will make sheep cheese . . .’

Edmund looked up. ‘Cheese from sheep? But cheese comes from cows.’

‘Cheese comes from milk,’ Hilde corrected him. ‘Sheep cheese is most healthful. You will like it, you will see.’

Edmund nodded, obviously convinced that anything Hilde said must be true.

‘It is so interesting here. All Herr Montjoy has done is so much admirable, clearing the native trees for more grass for the sheeps and planting a most good orchard. But he should also be putting in a field of mangel wurzels for extra food for the sheeps in winter. Sheeps need extra feeding in cold weather to give the best wool, and to keep them fat and happy.’

‘I’ll tell Papa about the mangel wurzels,’ said Edmund seriously.

‘That would be most good. We need beehives, too, for honey if the sheeps are sick. And in a few days the men will be bringing all the sheeps in and we will be shearing! That will be most exciting for you,’ Hilde informed him.

‘Can I shear a sheep too?’

Hilde shook her head. ‘A sheep can be most strong, unless they have been tamed like ours. But I will show you how to shear, so when you are a little older you may shear the sheeps too.’

Will Mr Montjoy want his son shearing? Ming wondered. Gentlemen didn’t shear sheep. They didn’t even supervise the shearing. He would probably be happy for his son to do it for fun, she decided. The shearing would also make excellent material for the next few days’ lessons: writing a sentence about shearing, learning to count sheep. If Miss Hilde had six sheep, and five of them have lambs, how many royal sheep will there be? She grinned at the thought. Being a governess was going to be much easier than she had thought.

Which reminded her it was time for Edmund to go back to the nursery, for nursery tea and then his bath, and then the visit with his father, the short ‘children’s hour’ that wealthy parents actually spent with their children most days, once they had been bathed and fed and were tired and polite after the day’s activities.

‘Time to go back,’ she said to Edmund.

Edmund stood, hesitated, then flung his arms around Hilde in a giant hug. Hilde laughed and hugged him back.

‘Don’t I get a hug, too?’ asked Ming.

Edmund considered, then put his arms briefly round her waist. She hugged him too.

No mourning for Nanny Groves, she thought. Instead, this seemed to be the beginning of a new and freer life for Edmund, just as it was for Hilde. And, possibly, a more pampered life than ever for the sheep as well.




CHAPTER 18

THE CHILDREN’S HOUR

Gladys supervised two housemaids filling a bath for Edmund. Ming, it seemed, was not needed until after he had been bathed. She joined him for his ‘nursery tea’ — a far less substantial meal than luncheon, with a boiled egg and bread and butter and a fruit jelly with custard. Edmund seemed to regard it with great favour. Nanny Groves had deemed bread and milk and the dreaded tapioca suitable not only for luncheon. He ate in his nightshirt and dressing gown. Only one place was set at the table. Ming would dine elsewhere.

The butler appeared — servants here, as in 1890, didn’t knock at doors. Ming thought Greggs looked at Edmund fondly, obviously pleased the boy looked happy. ‘Mr Montjoy is ready for Master Edmund now, Miss White. You will find him in the library.’

‘My drawing for Papa!’ cried Edmund. He scrambled from the table, then stopped stricken. ‘I beg your pardon. May I please leave the table?’ he asked, his voice trembling.

‘Of course,’ said Ming, then gazed at the boy, puzzled, as he didn’t move. ‘Aren’t you going to get your drawing?’

‘I’m waiting for my beating, Miss White,’ said Edmund. ‘I forgot to ask to be excused.’

Ming closed her eyes briefly. She knew the upbringing of even wealthy children was often harsh in the past and beating with a stick or strap was common for minor naughtiness or lack of manners. Nanny Groves was probably no worse than most, and even doing what she thought best with her diet of bread and milk and beatings. But just for a moment Ming wished she could tell the woman what she thought of her.

‘There will be no beatings while I am your governess,’ she managed calmly. ‘Come, your papa is waiting.’

Ming held Edmund’s hand as they followed the butler down the hall then up a stairway and along another hall. The butler opened the door. ‘Miss White and Master Edmund,’ he intoned, then shut the doors after Ming and Edmund had entered.

Ming stared, not just at the size of the room, but its thousands of books. Their covers all matched! They seemed to be bound in leather, with brown and gold printing on them. Finally, she noticed the master of the house, sitting on a red and gold brocade sofa by the fireplace at the other end of the room. He stood and bowed to her, and she remembered to curtsey.

‘Good evening, Miss Elizabeth. I hope you have enjoyed your first day at Montjoy.’

‘I have indeed, sir,’ said Ming politely.

Edmund ran forwards. ‘Papa, look!’ He handed the drawing to his father.

Mr Montjoy examined it, then looked at Edmund. ‘You did this? You wrote the words too?’

‘Miss White helped me with the words. Do you like it, Papa?’

‘I think it is the most excellent of its kind I have ever seen. We shall have it framed,’ pronounced Mr Montjoy.

Ming relaxed. After Nanny Groves’s harshness she had wondered how Mr Montjoy would behave with his son, but he clearly loved him deeply. It also explained the abruptness of Nanny’s departure — Nanny Groves may have found a new position, but her employer was obviously pleased to have a kinder regimen for Edmund.

‘When we had finished our lesson, we went to see the sheep and I met a boy sheep called Prince Wusty. Did you know he is a royal sheep, Papa?’

‘I did hear something about that,’ said Mr Montjoy, smiling.

‘He is the best sheep in the world with the best wool! Miss Hilde showed me how to scratch behind his horns, and he liked it, Papa! He went all wobbly and sank to his knees. Miss Hilde says the sheep will be shorn soon and I can watch!’

Ming was glad he hadn’t added that he also planned to learn how to shear, as his father hesitated. ‘The shepherds can be rough men,’ he said doubtfully. ‘The sheep can be unruly too.’

‘Please, Papa! I will be with Miss White.’

‘You may watch from a distance.’

‘Thank you, Papa. Miss Hilde says we need to grow mangel wurzels to feed the sheep. What are mangel wurzels, Papa?’

‘A type of beet, like the kind used to make sugar,’ said Mr Montjoy.

Edmund nodded, satisfied. ‘They will be sweet for the sheep then, like apple pie. Miss Hilde says sheep need extra food in the winter to be happy and give good wool.’

‘Miss Hilde seems to say many things,’ said Mr Montjoy ironically.

‘She knows all about sheep, Papa!

‘She truly is most knowledgeable,’ Ming put in quickly. ‘We had many conversations about sheep on board ship.’

Mr Montjoy smiled. ‘So you also think I should put in a crop of mangel wurzels for the sheep?’

‘I . . . I don’t know anything about mangel wurzels,’ said Ming honestly. ‘But I am sure Miss Hilde’s advice is sound.’

‘I think you might be right.’ Mr Montjoy smiled at Ming. ‘It is so pleasant to talk with someone who shares one’s interests, don’t you find, Edmund?’

‘Yes, Papa. I will ask Miss Hilde what else she thinks the sheep may need tomorrow, Papa.’

‘We will have lessons first,’ Ming added quickly.

‘I’m glad to hear it.’ Mr Montjoy looked admiringly at the drawing and its wobbly words again. ‘This is most excellent, and after only one day of study. Who knows what you may achieve in a year, Edmund? Now, off to bed.’

‘Yes, Papa.’

‘Will you join me at dinner, Miss Elizabeth?’

‘Thank you, sir.’ She curtseyed again, just in case, then turned to leave with Edmund.

A year, thought Ming. Surely she wasn’t going to stay here for a year. It was interesting — and comfortable — but a whole year away from Tuan and Dad and her friends?

No, she thought. I was only away for weeks last time. Sometime — sometime soon — she was going to see a girl change the world. She was pretty sure that girl would be Hilde.




CHAPTER 19

DINNER WITH MR MONTJOY

Dinner was long, beginning with turtle soup — ‘From the turtles in our river on the estate, Miss Elizabeth’ — and, once again, many dishes all placed on the table at once, from potatoes in butter to a roast leg of lamb, a wild duck pie, sautéed chicken with mushrooms, radishes, fresh bread, butter, apple pie, quince compôte, a giant cheese and a dish of spinach that seemed more butter than vegetable.

Poor turtles, thought Ming, forcing herself to eat at least a few spoonfuls, and poor wild ducks and poor sheep and chickens. May had laid out a palecream evening dress for her, of silk almost as thin as tissue in many layers and pleats and folds, extremely low necked but with lace covering her to her throat and a thick silk shawl with a silver fringe to cover her bare arms. She also wore yet another necklace of pearls, with more intricate pearl and silver earrings too, and a headpiece of pearl-strewn lace.

Ming wondered again about Elizabeth White. Surely her pearls alone could be sold to give her enough to live on. Had she accepted the governess position merely in order to join English society? Or did she want a new home, or to travel? No matter how much money she had, it would not be proper for a sixteen-year-old girl to live alone.

At least there was no need to make conversation at dinner. Mr Montjoy talked: about the new carriage he had ordered from England that was ‘all the crack’, which she supposed meant fashionable; how he planned to have the road to the estate improved so the carriage could be used to journey to Adelaide and back; about the excellent prospects for the colony for wealth for all, a true society of gentlemen; about his plans to acquire even more land and more sheep.

Ming was finishing some of the quince compôte — a bit gritty and rich with a taste she couldn’t identify, but quite nice, and a lot better than the food she had eaten in the last place Herstory had sent her — when Mr Montjoy placed his knife and fork on his plate to show that he had finished his meal and dabbed his mouth with his napkin. ‘It is such a pleasure to have a companion at dinner, Miss White. This colony has almost all we need, except for neighbours so far. I am sure the lands adjoining mine will be taken soon. Till then it is an empty land, I’m afraid.’

‘Do you have much to do with the people who live here?’ asked Ming.

Mr Montjoy frowned. ‘I have just explained we have no near neighbours . . .’

‘I meant the Aboriginal people.’ Ming tried to think what term he might recognise. ‘The native inhabitants?’

He laughed, pushing his chair back. ‘Do you think South Australia is like China, a wealthy kingdom with civilised people and palaces? It is no such thing, just a handful of natives in the most miserable wurlies. They don’t even stay in one place long enough to build a village. The men make excellent shingles, but do not seem to see the need to use them to make their own substantial dwellings! The native women I employ as shepherds seem quite content with their wurlies, too. Odd, is it not, that women from such different countries as this and Saxony should be shepherds?’

How could Ming tell him about the rich and ancient civilisation he had so misunderstood? She couldn’t, she realised. He would not believe her — nor would he credit information from a young woman who had only just arrived. She also had little information to give. She had learned about the Noongar people and some of the other nations where she lived or went to school, as well as the Gadigal and others from the early Sydney colony. But she had no idea whose nation they were on now, nor what their culture involved.

Unless . . . perhaps . . . Hilde would work with some Aboriginal women shepherds and learn about them and somehow wind back their dispossession?

Except it didn’t happen like that, Ming realised. Whoever changed the world now would not be getting justice or even kindness for the people of this land. Nor could anything Ming might do change it for, even in her own time, Australian society was only taking its first steps towards Indigenous reconciliation.

Servants removed the dishes, and replaced them with ones of nuts and crystallised fruit, and slightly withered apples and oranges.

‘You have done wonders with Edmund, and only after one day,’ remarked Mr Montjoy.

Ming blushed. ‘Miss Hilde helped me in the beginning — she charmed Edmund into accepting me. Edmund is sure that anyone who makes sheep obey her can be trusted in all things. I have not been trained as a governess,’ she reminded him. ‘But I will do my best.’

‘I am sure you will. Edmund already seems happier than I have ever seen him.’

Ming hesitated. ‘I think, perhaps, Nanny Groves treated him as a baby.’ She could not accuse the woman of cruelty, although she had been cruel, not when the treatment she had meted out was so common in the past.

‘I think so, too. She was never suitable for a boy like Edmund. He should be learning about the estate, not still in baby skirts.’

‘I promised I would ask you if he might wear trousers from now on.’

‘Of course. Speak to Gladys about it and she will arrange it. No, I think you are the perfect guide for Edmund. He doesn’t yet need the Greek and Latin of a boys’ school. He needs to learn to read and write, to have the manners of a gentleman. You can teach him those while he learns how to run the property and its business, till it is time for more formal schooling in Adelaide, where he will meet other boys of good family.’

‘Yes, sir,’ said Ming, as there seemed no other suitable reply.

‘But we don’t want to overwork you!’ he added jovially. ‘Shall we say lessons from eleven in the morning until three in the afternoon? Gladys will care for him the rest of the time, and Sansom the groom can start to teach him how to ride and manage a horse.’

‘May we do some of the lessons outside?’ asked Ming.

‘Of course. I leave his education entirely in your hands,’ said Mr Montjoy.

He stood, clearly a sign that the meal was over. Ming stood too.

‘Thank you for the pleasure of your company,’ Mr Montjoy repeated.

‘It must have been lonely here, after the death of your wife. I am so sorry,’ said Ming.

‘A sad loss.’ Mr Montjoy hesitated. ‘Alyce was not happy here,’ he admitted. ‘Our marriage was arranged by our families. Mine paid her father’s debts and, in return, my children would have the cousin of an earl as their mother. Alyce expected a fine house in London, but I have no liking for cities. I longed for adventure!’

Ming stared. The poor woman had been forced to accompany her husband out here, to a new land, away from all her friends and family and everything she had known, and then died far away, in pain and terror in childbirth. But Mr Montjoy seemed to feel no sympathy for her. A woman’s role in these times was to be a help to her husband, Ming reminded herself, and to want what he wanted, at whatever cost to herself. She was glad the role of women had changed so much before her time.

Mr Montjoy met Ming’s eyes meaningfully. ‘When I marry again it will not be to please society, or my family. It will be to a woman who loves this land and shares my interests.’

He took Ming’s hand and bent over it. For a horrible moment she thought he was going to kiss it, but then he released it, straightening from his bow. She quickly curtseyed, trying not to let her shock show.

Did he really plan to marry her?

‘I hope to see you at breakfast, Miss Elizabeth,’ said Mr Montjoy, smiling at her.

‘Yes, sir,’ said Ming, her heart pounding. Was this what the real Elizabeth wanted?

And if Elizabeth didn’t return soon, was Ming going to get out of this?




CHAPTER 20

ESCAPE!

Ming lay on the soft feather mattress, unable to sleep. She could steal a horse and ride back to Adelaide, except she couldn’t ride, nor could a respectable young woman live without a companion in this time. Besides, running away wouldn’t solve anything. Only Herstory could take her back to her own time.

And what of the real Elizabeth White? Probably she would marry Mr Montjoy and they would be happy. Ming couldn’t do anything that might make life worse for a girl who had already lost her family and the place she had once occupied in colonial society.

She could only hope that Mr Montjoy realised Elizabeth White was too young for marriage and waited at least a year before proposing to her — or even trying to kiss her. Erk — he was almost Dad’s age! And a racist and a misogynist.

Though those were the most common attitudes of the time. And she liked him. He was kind and loved his son, and this country too, even if he didn’t understand it or its inhabitants. Even his fascination with sheep-farming was endearing.

At last, she closed her eyes. Herstory had pulled her out of Belgium in the nick of time. Ming just had to trust she’d do it again. If only she knew enough about Herstory to trust her . . .

Breakfast was served, of course, in the breakfast room, which lacked the portraits and chandeliers of the dining room, but which was filled with a long table flanked by a sideboard of food on either side of the room. Its walls shone a rich cream colour, and the wallpaper felt like silk when Ming stroked it. A heap of coals glowed in the fireplace, and the row of bay windows looked out on the sunny orchard, its branches still mostly winter bare.

Ming was glad she was already prepared for the bounty laid along the sideboards, the pot of porridge kept hot with a small flame below it, making it gluggier with every passing half hour; scrambled eggs flecked with chives and parsley; omelettes; smelly devilled kidneys; a vast cold ham, partially sliced; jointed sections of a bird she didn’t recognise, but didn’t think was chicken or duck or turkey; smoked fish she recognised as kippers (to be avoided). Ah, yes, kedgeree — spiced buttered rice mixed with smoked fish and chopped hard boiled egg. She had met that in the 1890s. Delicious.

Mr Montjoy had still not arrived, but Ming hoped the manners of this time were close enough to those of the 1890s to allow her to help herself and begin eating. Breakfast was the only meal where family and guests and, in this case, a governess could breakfast whenever they wanted, the meals kept warm, the toast replenished.

She had just eaten half her plateful and drunk most of a cup of tea when Mr Montjoy arrived, looking cross. Ming stood and curtseyed. She wasn’t sure if she was supposed to or not, but hopefully any mistakes in the number of her curtseys would be put down to her Chinese upbringing. ‘Is anything wrong, Mr Montjoy?’

‘The dashed dingoes! They attacked the turkeys last night.’ He shook his head. ‘It will take at least another eight months to get another shipment of the birds sent over from England, unless they can be brought overland from one of the other colonies. I wonder if anyone breeds turkeys in Van Diemen’s Land.’

Ming thought of the indignant caged birds, blinking and protesting as they were dragged up from the hold of the ship. To have come so far and suffered so much. ‘Did the dingoes kill them all, sir?’

‘I have no idea. They dragged off at least one of them. The other birds escaped, I think. They will probably go wild! It means I am afraid we have little chance of turkey this Christmas.’

He helped himself to scrambled eggs and slices of ham, and accepted a cup of coffee from the butler, who had magically appeared with a fresh pot as soon as his master sat down.

‘What lesson do you plan today, Miss Elizabeth . . . ?’ he began, then stopped at a commotion in the hallway.

‘But it is Herr Montjoy I must be seeing! He will understand!’ It was Hilde’s voice, Ming realised.

‘Master is at breakfast, miss,’ responded an unknown voice, annoyed. ‘The likes of you don’t come into the house, much less disturb the master at his breakfast.’

‘But it is of the most urgent —’

‘That is Miss Hilde,’ said Ming, as the sound of struggles grew louder.

‘Let her enter,’ called Mr Montjoy just as Hilde burst through the door, obviously having won the battle. Mr Montjoy nodded to the men behind to leave her. ‘What is it, Miss Hilde?’

‘Your sheeps, sir!’ Hilde still wore her plain brown dress, which was stained at the hem and faded, her apron with her brown cloak over it and the clumsy bonnet with its long flaps shadowing her face and almost hiding her hair. She towered over the small man still sitting at the table. Evidently gentlemen didn’t have to stand up when the woman who entered the room was only a sheep girl.

‘What about my sheep?’ he demanded. ‘The men are bringing them in for shearing. The dashed dingoes didn’t get any, did they?’

‘No, sir. The sheeps here have the . . .’ Hilde fumbled for the English word, then began to scratch furiously, along her arms, across her back. ‘They do this, sir!’

‘It is called the scab,’ said Mr Montjoy. ‘The sheep all have it in this country.’

‘But it is not good! It much spoils the wool!’

‘I am quite aware of that. We have tried lard and sulphur and other treatments — none are effective against scab.’

‘Of course they are not! There is only one thing that must be done. You must wash the sheeps!’

‘Wash them? Fräulein, the sheep here are far dustier than any you are used to. A ducking in the stream does little to remove dirt and burrs mixed with grease.’

Hilde shook her head in frustration, looking around the room for something — and finding it. ‘I do not have the English words! It is the tubs you are needing. You boil these.’ She reached over to a box of cigars on the sideboard. ‘You boil the . . . the leaf in these, with what you put in pipes, you boil the leaves well. You wash water through wood ash, and you add so much leaf water.’ She gestured to each imaginary tub. ‘You add a little . . .’ she blushed ‘. . . the water you make in the morning, from the chamberpot. All three of those into the tub water, and you wash each sheep and the scab will be gone, and the wool will be clean, and the scab not return if the sheeps are being in clean pasture put. You will a much higher price be getting for the wools, too.’

Mr Montjoy looked thoughtful. ‘You are quite right — Australian wool loses much of its weight after it is washed and can be so matted it gets only a few shillings a pound. You have scab in Saxony, Miss Hilde?’

‘Many flocks do,’ said Hilde scornfully. ‘But not my father’s, for I took good care of them. The royal flocks do not scab have, either.’

‘Then how do you know if your remedy works?’

‘Because when my father buys a new ram, the ram brings the scab with him. Oh, the work it was to get our flock free of the scab. The sheeps, they do not grow as fat or have as many lambs if they have scab, so I washed them well in the mix my grandmother had taught me, and grew meadowsweet to dose them, mixed with honey and ground dried eggshells, and mangel wurzels to make them strong, and gave them ale to drink to soothe them when they were made scratching by the scab, and for after their lambing so they gave good milk to feed their lambs.’

‘That all sounds very fine.’ Mr Montjoy seemed amused at a young woman so earnestly knowledgeable about his favourite subject. ‘But how many sheep does your father have, Miss Hilde?’

‘Thirty sheeps, not counting the lambs which will be sold.’

‘I have over six hundred sheep, Miss Hilde, most of them ewes, not counting of course the lambs to come.’

Hilde blinked as she mentally translated the words. ‘If you have ten tubs in this big house, and twenty men to wash the sheeps and twenty to hold them down, you may wash them all in one day. You will have clean sheeps and no . . . scab . . . and good wool!’

She put her hands on her hips and glared at Mr Montjoy. ‘If the king’s sheeps are sheared with the scab sheeps, they will the scab get too. I will not let that happen! It is my job to protect the king’s sheeps and letting them get the scab I will not do.’

Mr Montjoy gave a shadow of a smile. ‘I would not want any harm to come to them either. You may have your tubs, Miss Hilde. I will instruct my foreman to follow your orders.’ The smile grew broader. ‘I doubt Australian shearers would obey a woman.’

Hilde flushed, her face glowing with joy and embarrassment. ‘You will not be sorry, sir. They will be happy healthy sheeps.’

‘Healthier perhaps,’ said Mr Montjoy dryly. ‘But I doubt they will be happier. Is there anything else you wish to instruct me about in the care of my sheep?’

‘Indeed there is, sir. You have a plant that grows much on the land where you have cut the trees. One of the mens, he named it “bracken”. You must be pulling it all out, in case it kills the sheeps.’

‘I have found the sheep ignore the bracken, and eat the grass below it.’

‘Ha!’ Hilde’s hands rose in an exclamation of disgust. ‘When there is much grasses, the sheep do not eat the bracken. But the mens say in summer here it is most hot, and the grass turns brown like dead leaves in the winter. I think then perhaps a hungry sheep might eat much bracken, and then die.’

‘Hmmm.’ Mr Montjoy looked thoughtful. ‘We did lose more ewes than I expected last year. I thought it was the heat.’

‘Was the sheeps seeming dummköpfe, stupid, before they die?’

‘They did seem confused,’ admitted Mr Montjoy.

‘Then the bracken must go, sir. The royal sheep especially must not be eating near it. You must not feel bad about the deaths of the last year sheeps,’ she added kindly to Mr Montjoy. ‘So many farmers are not knowing how poison bracken can be, for the sheeps may eat it for weeks before they begin to show sick.’

Mr Montjoy nodded. ‘I believe you might be right. Please sit down with us, Miss Hilde. Will you breakfast with us?’

Hilde blinked, staring around the room as if noticing its grandeur for the first time.

Ming smiled at her. ‘Sit next to me.’

Hilde sat diffidently, her rough red hands in the lap of her coarse dress. Ming realised she would have no idea how to serve herself from the sideboard. Ming stood. ‘I’ll fetch your plateful. You have probably been working since dawn, and need a rest.’

Hilde laughed, suddenly losing her shyness. ‘I do not get tired. My father say sometimes I have the strength of the north wind. I do not think he meant that to be kind,’ she added. ‘But I am indeed hungry again.’ She looked happily at the plate Ming was filling with sliced ham, meat pie and scrambled eggs.

The butler had appeared again as if by magic, carrying a rack of fresh toast.

‘Tea? Coffee? Chocolate?’ asked Mr Montjoy.

‘Do you have fresh ale?’ Hilde began to eat, her feet neatly together, using manners she must have copied from Elizabeth White on the voyage, but still looking incongruous in that delicately ornamented room. Ming noticed that her boots had left clumps of mud on the parquet floor and big silk rug under the table.

The butler coughed discreetly. ‘I believe we have ginger ale in the kitchen.’

‘A jug of that then. Miss Hilde, please help yourself to toast.’

Hilde gave him a smile of sunlit joy. ‘It is white bread toast! I think I have never been so happy, sir, with royal sheeps to care for, and a master who cares so very much for all his sheeps. I will make sure that next year, you will have two thousand sheeps perhaps, with all the lambs to come.’

‘I had better get more men clearing more land,’ said Mr Montjoy, grinning as Hilde spread jam thickly on a piece of toast, and nibbled it as if savouring each small mouthful.

‘That would be most good, sir,’ said Hilde seriously.

Mr Montjoy leaned forwards eagerly. ‘Do you have more advice, Miss Hilde?’

Hilde smiled at him. ‘Yes, sir. But I was not going to tell you now, in case you had too much of sheep talk.’

‘Talk away!’ said Mr Montjoy, fascinated.

Ming suspected Mr Montjoy — and Edmund — could never have too much sheep talk.

‘We must make pens for each mob out of brush and straw, so they can stay clean until they dry, and then they will be shorn.’ Hilde seemed entirely confident now. ‘But pens are not good for sheeps too long, for the worms that live in the sheeps’ insides may breed in the soil, and return into the sheeps, making them sick. The royal sheeps must have a field of their own too, with a pen for the ram. Sheeps must have much land, if they are not to be worms having, though I do have a recipe to drive the worms out of the sheep . . .’

Ming helped herself to a slice of toast and spread it with butter and marmalade. She grinned to herself. Were sheep worms being discussed at any other gentleman’s breakfast table? And had she just seen another girl change the world, as girls had done in her previous adventures?




CHAPTER 21

WASHING THE SHEEP

‘Miss White! Miss White, they are going to wash the sheeps! We have to watch!’

Ming blinked herself awake. Edmund stood before her, his smock on backwards over his trousers and his boots on the wrong feet.

Gladys appeared in the doorway. ‘I’m that sorry, miss! He woke up before I did. I only just realised he was gone.’

May hurried in, blinking at the scene. ‘Miss White, are you ready for your morning tea? I will just make up the fire.’

‘But they are getting the sheeps ready!’ said Edmund urgently. ‘I have to see how it is done. Miss Hilde says it is most important that I learn how to care for all our sheeps.’

‘Sheep,’ said Ming absently, trying to fully wake up.

‘Miss Hilde says sheeps,’ said Edmund stubbornly.

‘Miss Hilde is only just learning English. I am sure she will eventually agree it should be sheep.’ Ming swung her legs out of bed. ‘If you get dressed properly and have some breakfast quickly, we will go and see the sheep as soon as you’ve finished.’

She would need to send a message to Mr Montjoy that she would not join him for breakfast. ‘May, could I have hot water now, please? No morning tea. Maybe avocado on toast, please?’

Edmund vanished, like a small whirlwind in boots, speeding down the hall.

May frowned. ‘What is avocado, miss? Is it something from China?’

Where was avocado from? Ming wondered. It evidently hadn’t reached Australian tables yet. ‘Just bread and cheese then, please.’

May looked horrified. Evidently young ladies didn’t eat bread and cheese for breakfast. ‘Whatever Mrs Bunns can provide quickly,’ Ming amended. ‘I need to get Master Edmund down to the sheep.’ She suspected that if she delayed too long, he’d head out the window again, and this time Hilde might not be there to catch him.

Mr Montjoy, it seemed, had not planned on a long conversational breakfast either. By the time Ming and Edmund reached the grassy paddock where the sheep were being washed, he was already closely inspecting tub after tub being filled with water from the creek, a brown pungent mixture that must be boiled tobacco and a grey substance added in very small quantities that must be the lye, the caustic substance washed from ash. Ming wrinkled her nose — the washing mix stank.

Each tub had a wooden ramp leading up to it. The shepherds and shearers stood at a distance, looking dubious or scornful, except for those playing dice in the shade of a tree, and a man picking lice out of his beard and squashing them.

‘You think this is the correct consistency, Miss Hilde?’ Mr Montjoy peered up at her, so focused that he didn’t notice his son and Ming approach.

Hilde’s sack-like dress looked more stained than ever. ‘That word I do not know, but yes, this is good for sheeps now.’

‘Excellent!’ Mr Montjoy turned to the other girls, lined up in a row, each holding her sheep by its halter, then strode over to where the other sheep were penned in the fenced paddock next door, and it seemed yet another paddock — well grassed, with no dirt to soil the fleeces — and a brushwood fence had been created next to that overnight, just as Hilde had ordered.

‘Good morning, Fräulein Hilde!’ called Ming, holding Edmund’s hand as he bounced with the joy of the sheep and the morning.

‘Guten Morgen. It is most exciting, is it not?’ Hilde beamed.

‘It is the best thing in the world! Papa!’ Edmund yelled. ‘We have come to see the sheeps!’

Ming suspected that a governess would not let a small boy yell at his father. But Mr Montjoy just turned to them then strode towards them, grinning.

‘Good morning,’ he called. ‘You have come out to see the work? Excellent education.’

‘Er, thank you sir,’ said Ming, thinking that an elephant couldn’t have hauled Edmund away from the sheep-washing.

‘Now, if you will show us how the sheep should be washed, Miss Hilde?’ asked Mr Montjoy.

‘Give yer ten to one the ram bolts outta that tub and drags her with it,’ someone muttered. Mr Montjoy turned to see who had spoken but the men had now hidden whatever mirth they felt behind their bushy beards.

‘Komm schon, Wusty,’ said Hilde. She led the quiet ram up to the tub. Wusty glanced at it suspiciously, then nosed Hilde’s pocket. She smiled and handed him a biscuit. Wusty crunched it, then resignedly stepped up the ramp, hesitated, then ventured in, obviously used to the procedure. He stood in the tub while Hilde poured water over his fleece, scrubbing hard into the wool with her strong fingers, so that the liquid penetrated the greasy curls.

Hilde stood and stepped with her now wet and bedraggled skirts to the base of the ramp. She held out another biscuit. Wusty leaped out far more eagerly than he had gone in.

‘You see? Most simple,’ Hilde said to Mr Montjoy.

‘Ingenious,’ he said admiringly. The other five girls were washing their sheep in the other tubs now too. The ewes were not as docile as Wusty, but were well trained and controlled.

One by one the girls led the sodden sheep to the next-door paddock.

Two of the men were already trying to move one of Mr Montjoy’s sheep towards the tub. The animal had dug its feet into the soil and wasn’t moving as one man shoved and another pulled.

‘No, no, no!’ cried Hilde. ‘Gudrun, bring the ropes! These sheeps of yours will not walk into the water. You must lay the sheep on its side and tie its legs. Then you lift it, one man at each end, and you lower it into the tub and wash. But, of course, if you can’t manage that,’ she added casually, ‘we girls will show you.’

‘We can manage, girlie,’ snapped one of the men. He and his friend had the sheep on the ground now, and with much swearing managed to tie it. Ming wondered if a good governess would cover Edmund’s ears so he didn’t hear the rude words, but Mr Montjoy didn’t seem to mind.

‘Can I help?’ shouted Edmund.

‘No,’ said Ming, imagining her charge crushed by sheep, or doused in the evil-smelling liquid in the tubs.

Sheep-washing by unskilled shepherds was nowhere near as fast as that done by the girls. By the time half were done, the sun was high, and, despite the cold wind, Ming was sweating in all her petticoats and wishing she had her parasol. ‘It is time for lessons,’ she told Edmund.

‘Oh, but —’

‘You will draw a picture of washing the sheep and we will write a sentence and then we will give it to your father.’

‘Excellent,’ said Mr Montjoy, his eyes on Hilde instructing one of the younger shearers in the art of washing behind a ram’s horns and around its hindquarters.

‘Then we will have our luncheon and come out to see the clean sheep.’

‘Fräulein Hilde says it should take three days for them to dry in this weather,’ said Mr Montjoy. ‘We’d better get some hay and oats for them.’ He strode off.

‘Come on, Edmund,’ said Ming.

‘Can we stay just a little longer?’ pleaded Edmund.

How could she get a sheep-distracted boy back to the house?

‘How about we make a gold crown for Prince Wusty,’ said Ming, inspired. ‘You can paint it gold and I’ll show you how to cut it out and paste it into shape.’

‘Really?’

‘Really and truly. Just think how handsome he will look in your crown.’ Ming hoped the sheep wouldn’t try to eat it.

Edmund sighed. He gave one last longing look at Hilde and the sheep and followed Ming back to the house.




CHAPTER 22

A COMFORTABLE LIFE

It was curiously peaceful to wake up the next morning, warm in the soft feather bed, the smooth linen sheets, the coals glowing in the fireplace, a sliver of dawn light glinting where the two brocade curtains almost met.

Ming lay back, carefully not making any noise that would attract the servants’ attention so they interrupted her morning with tea. Unknown birds sang, far off among the trees that still had not been cut or killed by ringbarking. Sheep baaed from the nearby enclosures, and from down below came the rhythmic thump of what she had learned was a butter churn.

‘Good morning, Miss White.’ May entered quietly and pulled back the curtains. Gold light spilled in onto the rich reds and blues of the carpet on the polished wooden floor.

One of the many housemaids followed, immaculate in her morning gingham dress and starched white apron, carrying Ming’s tray. It had small legs, so could conveniently stand on the bed, while May offered Ming another pillow to sit against to drink her fragrant tea and nibble the fresh bread roll perched on its fine china plate next to a small china dish of pale fresh butter and another of what looked like strawberry jam.

Boarding school should have early morning tea, Ming decided, a calm period of luxury before the school day began, though getting up early was hard on the servants. Maybe a robot could bring morning tea, with a plate of biscuits too.

‘Will you breakfast downstairs this morning, Miss White?’ enquired May. She gave a discreet cough. ‘Mr Montjoy said you might be joining him. He will be breakfasting in about an hour’s time.’ She held up a pale-yellow woollen dress, with what looked like a cross between a cardigan and a coat in a matching colour to go over it. It seemed much more suitable for trudging over rough grass than yesterday’s silk dress and shawl. ‘Will this suit you for today?’

‘That dress looks lovely. Please tell Mr Montjoy I will join him soon. Thank you, May.’ Mr Montjoy could take his time over breakfast today while the sheep dried, thought Ming, and hopefully Edmund would settle to his lessons after a visit to the flock, too.

May added more wood to the fireplace. She and the housemaid left Ming to enjoy her tea and the sound of a hundred small birds suddenly twittering in a cloud of green and yellow outside, then vanishing again.

Ming sipped her tea. It was less bitter than the tea back home, and weaker than the tea she had drunk on her first journey into the past — more like the tea she and Tuan and Dad had drunk at the Chinese Garden when they visited Sydney. She had grown used to strange foods lately. The tea was delicious, the bread roll fresh from the oven, the silver cutlery heavy in her hand.

Soon she would have the kind of buffet breakfast not even people at luxury resorts ever tasted, food fresh from the farm around her. Then it would be time to teach Edmund, already washed, dressed and breakfasted by Gladys. Edmund was a darling, she’d decided, now that his fear of Nanny Groves had vanished. His enthusiasm for sheep was endearing.

Then they would walk down to the sheep paddock, where Hilde would undoubtedly be waiting, watchful for the welfare of not just her royal charges, but of all the ‘sheeps’ on the estate.

Best of all, Ming thought, she no longer had to worry about how the world had to be changed on this adventure. The change had already begun. Hilde and her companions were already changing the way sheep were cared for and how fine wool was produced. Ming just had to watch, and enjoy it, with all the comfort Herstory had promised her.

The only possible problem, Ming decided, was Mr Montjoy’s obvious hope that Elizabeth White would marry him. But now she’d had time to think about it, there was no need to worry. Perhaps the real Elizabeth White would marry Mr Montjoy one day, and live in happiness there on their prosperous estate. Surely, by then, Ming would be back in her own time, and Elizabeth would remember this.

Ming pondered. What was happening to the real Elizabeth while Ming lived her life? Ming had always been vaguely aware of poor terrified Flo in her first adventure. Ming and Tuan had been themselves, visiting Belgium in 1916 in the second journey to the past. Where was the real Elizabeth now?

Ming finished the last of her roll, just as two of the footmen carried in her hip bath, and housemaids followed with tall jugs of hot water.

Herstory would undoubtably have all that under control, Ming decided, as May held out her lace-trimmed silk dressing gown, then arranged a screen around the bath so no draughts would disturb her. After the terrors of 1916 Ming deserved a relaxing visit, one where she could just observe and enjoy.

Breakfast was delicious. The cook had made an especially well-spiced kedgeree for the young woman who had so enjoyed the highly flavoured dish two days earlier. Mr Montjoy was too excited about the possibility of clean fleeces and their monetary potential to bother flirting with her. ‘Perhaps you could bring Edmund down to the sheep yards after breakfast?’ he suggested. ‘Miss Hilde is going to select the best ewes to, ahem,’ he coughed at the indelicacy, ‘be mated with the royal ram.’

‘Edmund will enjoy that,’ said Ming.

‘So will I,’ admitted Mr Montjoy. ‘Miss Hilde will be looking not just at the quality of the fleece, but the age of the ewe and the qualities that will make it a good mother. It is a pity that she and the other girls will go home next year.’

‘I don’t think Hilde wants to go back to Saxony,’ said Ming carefully.

‘But I understood the girls all just wished to earn dowries so they could go home and marry. Do you think if I raised her wages she might stay?’ he asked hopefully.

‘I’m sure she would,’ said Ming, tucking in to her rice and smoked fish.

‘Perhaps you would accompany me when I ask her, after the shearing. You seem to have become friends, despite the difference in your ages.’

‘Yes, we’re friends,’ said Ming, realising it was true. And Hilde would be yet another friend left behind when Ming returned to her own time, so far away that no phone or internet could reach her.

By the time Ming reached the nursery’s schoolroom Edmund was already drawing his second page of sheep, with a tall woman with long plaits guarding them. The paper crown they’d made yesterday stood on the table next to the drawing.

‘It is Miss Hilde and the sheep!’ he informed Ming, as she entered the schoolroom.

‘A polite young man stands when a lady enters the room, and says good morning,’ Gladys reminded him.

Edmund stood and gave an obedient bow, talking all the time. ‘Good morning, Miss White, I have finished two pictures. When we have finished the sentences can we go and visit the sheeps?’ He took a long breath.

‘Good morning,’ said Ming. She smiled at Gladys. ‘Thank you, Gladys. I think we will do the sentences later. Mr Montjoy wants Edmund to see how the best ewes are selected. I’ll bring Edmund back to you for luncheon.’

Gladys gave a small curtsey. ‘Thank you, Miss White. If I may say so, you are a pleasure to have here. I’ve seen ever such a change in Master Edmund,’ she added quietly.

‘I’m glad,’ said Ming.

Everyone was happier, it seemed, except perhaps the damp sheep. Maybe even Nanny Groves had found a place where her discipline was appreciated. It had been a day of happiness and fun, Ming decided, as she stood for May to undress her, removing all the underclothes and the hated corset, and draping the soft nightdress over her head. Mr Montjoy had taken Edmund’s hand as he and Hilde sorted through the ewes, ordering the men to take the selected ones to a special paddock.

Ming had retreated to sit on one of the long, rough bales in the shade of one of the remaining trees, and simply enjoyed the scene, the sky dappled with sheep-fleece clouds, the daffodils nodding their heads in the garden by the house, the housemaids bringing her and the Montjoys regular supplies of fruit punch and oatmeal biscuits.

It seemed that Wusty liked oatmeal biscuits, too. He had even worn his crown for almost five minutes before it fell off, and Hilde rescued it.

‘We must be keeping it for the most special occasions,’ she had told Edmund.

Lessons had gone splendidly that afternoon. Ming found a book of poetry in the library, and relaxed with it before dinner, allowing herself to be dressed in yet another creation of stunning silk, this one heavily embroidered in silk thread exactly the pale pink of the dress below.

Mr Montjoy talked about sheep, and the other gentleman farmers who bred them, none of whom Ming had heard of. She daydreamed instead, of the land where the silk came from, the tiny silkworms who produced the thread, so different from the long-nosed, sturdy sheep. For the first time she had a glimpse of what might be Elizabeth’s memory: a room enclosed by carved screens that let in the light as rows of women carefully unwound thread from cocoons taken from the vast baskets in the corner. But the vision faded as the footmen carried in the final course of dinner, a baked sweet cheese, a little like a cheese cake, marmalade fritters, a bowl of shelled walnuts, and small cakes topped with marzipan.

It rained in the night, a soft drizzle, enough to set the spiders’ webs glinting with raindrops as Ming and Edmund walked hand in hand through the front door the next day, then across the garden to the sheep paddocks.

They found Hilde sitting on a rough bush timber stool in Wusty’s special enclosure, with his ‘royal’ ewes in the field next to him, and the ‘chosen ones’ in a new enclosure beyond. Ming wondered when Wusty was going to begin his true work as a ram, but probably nice young women in this era didn’t ask about such things.

The other girls sat with the ewes, laughing and chatting in their own language. The ‘common’ but now much cleaner sheep munched resentfully in their temporary paddock, eyeing the grass on the hills. They too had shepherd guardians to make sure they didn’t escape and get dusty again, or snag burrs in their wool. It seemed their long bath had worked, for they no longer tried to scratch themselves on whatever was handy.

Some of the men looked distinctly less untidy than they had when the girls arrived, Ming noticed. A few had even shaved. Of course, thought Ming, a strong and pretty girl who knew how to care for sheep, make cheese and could probably grow vegetables and fruit and make ale and other luxuries of farm life would be an excellent wife for any man who was saving to buy land of his own. Perhaps not only Hilde would stay in Australia after they received their year’s wages.

Edmund ran to Hilde, a drawing in one hand and an apple tart in the other. ‘For you!’ he announced proudly.

Hilde accepted the tart, then examined the artwork closely. ‘It is most like,’ she decided. She pointed to the figure by the sheep. ‘Is that me? And Wusty in his most beautiful crown?’

Edmund nodded. ‘Yes. Can I give Prince Wusty a biscuit? Miss White asked Cook for some. We brought gingernuts today. Do sheeps like gingernuts?’ he asked anxiously.

‘Ginger? It is a spice, no? We must find out if sheeps like gingernuts.’ Hilde shook her head. ‘The rain last night has wet the wool. We need a sheeps’ house. A place with a good roof and a wooden floor where the sheeps may be kept out of the rain, and another where they can be shorn and stay clean.’

‘But the . . .’ Edmund hunted for a polite word but couldn’t find it. He pointed to a sheep dropping with his foot. ‘There would be so much of that the sheeps would get dirty again.’

‘Sheep,’ corrected Ming for the hundredth time. ‘One sheep, two sheep, a hundred sheep.’

Hilde shook her head. ‘Indeed, it is a strange language and a strange country, where some animals bounce, and others dig great tunnels in the ground.’

‘Those are wumbut burrows,’ Edmund informed her eagerly. ‘The wumbuts are as big as a hunting dog and have square noses! They only come out at night.’

‘Do they bite?’ asked Hilde.

‘Only grass.’

‘That is not good. The sheeps need the grass. But I am liking this land, very much.’ Hilde’s gaze softened as she looked around. ‘The trees are the wrong colour, but they are most beautiful, and the sky, it is such deep blue. The land it stretches all around. To see Herr Montjoy take a wild land and make it into farm — it is most good. A land for sheeps, where people can be free.’

‘They are not free in Saxony?’ asked Ming. This wasn’t the time to explain to Hilde that this land had been carefully tended, even if it didn’t look like a European farm.

Hilde shook her head. ‘The farm men have told us that here a person is allowed to go to any church they like or even no church at all, and no one will imprison you or take your farm for your religion. I like this very much. I like it also that the men here do not tell a woman what to do.’

Ming stared at her. ‘Men tell us what to do all the time.’

‘Not like back at my village. A woman must never question a man, must not visit outside the home without man’s permission. Here I can tell the farm men, “Do this” and they do it, and do not whip me or put me in the stocks and throw rubbish at me for speaking.’

Ming stared at her, aghast. ‘That’s like being a slave!’

‘They say woman was created to serve man.’ Hilde lowered her voice. ‘But sometimes I am thinking that is a tale made up by men.’

‘What are stocks?’ asked Edmund.

Hilde shrugged. ‘A wooden . . . fence . . . with holes for the arms and neck so those in them cannot move, and must stay bent over in much pain, and anyone can throw what they like at them.’

‘Were you ever in the stocks?’ asked Edmund.

Hilde looked at him solemnly. ‘No. I was most careful. But here I can speak what I want with friends like you and Miss Elizabeth, as long as the other girls do not hear, for they might shame my father if the village knew what I really think. Here I can eat white bread and much meat, and even in the winter there is no snow and so much wood for fires, all we can ever want, as Herr Montjoy clears the land. I would stay here forever.’

‘I don’t want you to ever leave,’ said Edmund. ‘May I give Prince Wusty a gingernut?’

Hilde nodded.

Wusty bit the biscuit eagerly, widened his eyes, then spat it out. Sheep, it seemed, did not like gingernuts.

Hilde laughed. ‘He is a most fussy sheep.’

‘I have a pear in my pocket,’ offered Edmund.

‘I am thinking he will like pears most much,’ said Hilde, as she began to nibble her tart.

Wusty agreed, crunching the fruit and letting the juice run down his chin. Hilde clucked and wet the hem of her skirt with the water in the barrel and wiped him clean. She grinned at Edmund. ‘We will shear in three days. You will be liking that I think, Master Montjoy.’

Edmund nodded, too excited to speak.

Yet, it was only two days later that Hilde’s voice was heard as Ming and Mr Montjoy breakfasted together. She sounded so angry that her English words seemed to have left her. ‘Die . . . die Schweinehunde. Dummköpfe. Sie verstehen nichts . . .’

Mr Montjoy looked up from his ham and eggs. Ming had her usual spiced kedgeree, with a poached egg on top of it.

Gregg appeared. ‘Mr Montjoy, I do apologise, but the young lady is most agitated.’

‘Let her enter,’ said Mr Montjoy, looking curious. ‘She is a most reliable young woman, and must have had a good reason to come here. Please set a place for her for breakfast.’

He stood politely this time as Hilde entered, her dress even more stained and rumpled by now than it had been on the ship. ‘What is the matter this time, Fräulein? Please, do sit, and join our meal.’

‘There is no time for sitting! It is most terrible! The men . . . the idiotisch men . . . they have begun shearing!’

Mr Montjoy looked alarmed. ‘And the sheep are still too wet?’

‘Nein . . . Nein . . . yesterday, it was so very warm and dry. The sheeps may be sheared. But the men, they do it wrong! The wrongest way of wrong! You must stop them, mein Herr. It is . . . it is terrible.’

‘The shearers should not have begun before I told them to proceed. They are probably eager to get the work done and have their pay.’ Mr Montjoy flung his napkin on the table. ‘Excuse me, Miss Elizabeth, I must see to this.’

Hilde followed him as he hurried out.

Ming took a final giant forkful of kedgeree and ran to fetch Edmund. He would be devastated to miss this morning’s adventure.

It took a while to get him ready for outdoors. By the time they were down in the paddock two sheep, bare except for tufts of wool, and each with red cuts on their bodies, stood mournfully away from the others, while Mr Montjoy gave sharp orders in English, and Hilde kept up a stream of angry German.

‘Look at them,’ Hilde managed in English at last, waving at the two bare and tufted sheep. ‘The most poor sheeps! The hurts on their sides! The fleece,’ she pointed to a pile of wool on the bare ground, ‘it is not shorn, it is cut! And on the ground it gets dirty, after all our washings of the sheeps!’

‘But that’s how we shear here, Frowleen,’ said the manager, puzzled. He held up a long, sharp-looking knife. ‘Two coves hold the sheep down and the third does the cutting, bit by bit. O’ course sheep get cut sometimes — they struggle so much. But we got the tar ready to stop the bleeding.’

‘Tar!’ Hilde’s voice was full of loathing. She put her hands on her hips and spoke to the surrounding men. ‘I will show you how a sheep is shorn.’

The farm manager looked at Mr Montjoy for permission.

Mr Montjoy nodded. ‘The girls are here because they know how to produce the best fine wool in the world. Let Miss Hilde show us what she knows.’

‘But girls can’t shear sheep!’ spluttered the man.

The waiting girls heard and understood. They giggled.

Edmund squeezed Ming’s hand in excitement.

Hilde held out a biscuit to the waiting Wusty, then, as he crunched it, she slipped off her boots and pulled a strange leather-strapped device from under her cloak. She took hold of Wusty’s harness and sat on the ground next to him. She slipped one end of the leather strap around her big toe, the other clipped on to Wusty’s harness to help hold him firm with her leg.

Wusty had a look as if to say, ‘Here we go again.’ But he didn’t struggle as Gudrun and Leah took hold of him and laid him down next to Hilde. Gilda passed Hilde a giant pair of clippers, very much like the ones Ming was used to seeing in all the old paintings of shearing.

Clip, clip, clip . . . Hilde began to shear, moving the clippers smoothly along Wusty’s belly and then his shoulders and legs. The girls kept turning him as Hilde removed each length of fleece. She shore his back too and then his other side. Finally, she removed the leather strap from her toe, and stood up triumphantly, with a bare and embarrassed-looking and very much smaller ram beside her, and a totally intact fleece lying on a length of sacking spread out for the wool. ‘See! There are no cuts on the sheep! The wool, it can now be sorted . . .’

‘You won’t get our sheep lying down like that,’ warned one of the men.

‘No,’ said Hilde calmly. ‘They must learn to trust you, or at least not to be afraid of you, and you must learn how to hold them properly. If it is men who must do the shearing here, then maybe one man can manage one sheep. We will show you again and again how to use these.’ She held up the clippers. ‘Not knives, which take only lumps of wool and hurt the sheeps.’

She turned to Mr Montjoy. ‘And this year you will get the most money ever for your good clean wool, Herr Montjoy, if it this way is being cut, and your sheeps, they will be happier and give fatter lambs and much more milk.’

She looked around the watching men, some fascinated, some trying not to show their scorn or apprehension, and a few paying more attention to the girls and the legs displayed as they shore the sheep than to the method of shearing.

‘Knifes,’ Hilde said scornfully. ‘Taking wool with knifes! Barbarians.’

‘Isn’t she wonderful?’ Edmund exclaimed to his father.

‘She is indeed,’ said Mr Montjoy, as Hilde began to shear one of the ewes, but by herself this time, while each girl chose a man and began to teach him the art of shearing — properly.




CHAPTER 23

A WOOLLY DAY

It was a long day. Mr Montjoy did not leave the shearing, striding from man to man to make sure they were focused on their work, his top hat replaced by a broad-brimmed straw one. The men seemed to enjoy having the girls instruct them, though Ming suspected they were more interested in the girls — and the skills they might bring to any man who had a small farm — than learning how to shear well.

‘Of course I can make the most fine ale,’ Ming overheard Gudrun say across the sheep she was holding to a man who had seemed like a hairy gorilla a few days ago, but was now clean shaven, with his shirt freshly washed. ‘And the cheeses, too. I am the best cook in the village at home! You should my apple cake be tasting!’

‘I’d like that, Miss,’ said the shearer, clearly fascinated.

Gudrun smiled at him, then bent to her shearing again. ‘See, the clippers take like this.’

Ming suspected that Gudrun and the other girls might find the comparative freedom for women in Australia tempting, as well as the admiration of so many men in a colony with so few women. The well-paid shearers might well be able to provide far more comfort for their families than those in the Saxon villages. Back there, the girls would be looked down on for having to work for the dowries. Here in the colony their work would be admired.

Ming turned back to Hilde, who had just finished shearing a sheep. She gestured to two of the men to bring another over to her. Ming kneeled on the grass. ‘Can I try shearing?’

Hilde looked startled. ‘It is not work for a fine young lady.’

‘Please?’ Hilde handed Ming the clippers. Ming came closer to the sheep . . . and stopped. Her long, hard corset wouldn’t let her bend!

‘I . . . I don’t think I can,’ she admitted, wishing she could explain that it was the corset that stopped her.

Hilde smiled at her. ‘It is best you keep your hands soft. You have learning so much! You have no need to shear the sheeps.’

The men learned quickly. It was fascinating, seeing the big grey-fleeced animals suddenly become bland white ones, looking almost skinny and embarrassed. Edmund refused to leave at lunchtime. Rather than scold him — or beat him, as his previous nanny had done — Ming ordered picnic hampers from the house, with blankets spread out and cushions on which to sit to eat from the hampers, so she and Mr Montjoy and Edmund could still watch the proceedings.

‘Another rug and picnic basket for our valiant female shearers,’ ordered Mr Montjoy, as Mrs Bunns brought out a jug of lemon barley water.

The housekeeper hurried to have another one prepared. Mr Montjoy turned to Ming. ‘It is quite amazing the difference when a fleece is shorn the Saxon way. Mrs Bunns told me that two of the girls have been making suggestions to the gardeners too, about a better way to grow asparagus using fresh sheep, ahem, leavings, if you will pardon the indelicacy. Apparently the heat helps the asparagus to crop earlier. Another girl has asked if she and her friend might stay to milk the cows and make cheeses after the shearing has finished, rather than go straight home.’ He smiled at Ming. ‘I think the young ladies may contribute even more to our young colony than I expected.’

Hilde and the other girls sat rather shyly on the blanket next to the family. Edmund grabbed his cushion and wriggled closer to Hilde. ‘Won’t the sheep get cold?’

‘A little. But they are fat sheeps, and the days are becoming warm.’

‘But at night!’ protested Edmund. ‘They need nightgowns.’

Hilde laughed. ‘Never have I been seeing nightgowns on a sheep. Trust me, Master Montjoy, where I come from it is much colder than here at the shearing. The sheeps shiver, but the shivering helps them warm, and they gather together, too, to protect each other from the wind.’

‘I still think they need nightgowns,’ said Edmund stubbornly.

Hilde glanced at Mr Montjoy. ‘Perhaps a fire in their paddocks would be good.’ She smiled at Edmund. ‘So the small master knows his sheeps are warm.’

Mr Montjoy smiled back at her. ‘I will order them lit. Happy now?’ he asked his son.

‘I still think they need nightgowns,’ muttered Edmund. But he took a leg of chicken and an apple tart and became too busy eating — and with the thrill of bare fingers instead of cutlery — to say more.

It was late afternoon when Ming finally persuaded Edmund to come back inside. A cold wind gusted round her skirts, making her grateful for her layers of petticoats and the bonnet and shawl. ‘We will watch the shearing again tomorrow,’ she promised him. ‘We can even do our lessons out here, if you like.’

‘Lessons outdoors?’

‘Why not? You can watch the shearing and practise writing. I’ll write letters and words for you tonight, and tomorrow you can have a stool and table outside and copy each letter, then see how they become words.’ Ming doubted he’d remember much, with the sheep to distract him, but it would be good practice in penmanship. ‘Come on. It’s cold.’

Edmund cast a look back at the sheep, mobbing together now for warmth. ‘Wusty will be cold, too, now he is not sleeping in the hut.’

‘Sheep are used to cold, remember. They live outdoors.’

‘But they have had their wool to keep them warm. Now we have taken it!’

‘They’ll be fine,’ said Ming impatiently. She tugged at his hand until he reluctantly obeyed.




CHAPTER 24

EDMUND VANISHES

‘Champagne!’ Mr Montjoy announced across the vast roast goose, the fish pie with spinach, the turtle soup, the dish of buttered peas, the scalloped potatoes, the currant tarts and the almond jellies that filled the dinner table that night. ‘We must celebrate!’

He shook his head. ‘I thought I knew the wool trade, but I did not even know how sheep should be shorn. I never thought to question it. Do they use this method only in Saxony, I wonder, or is it more widely known?’

Ming shook her head. It still felt strange to have curls bob on either side of her face with the rest of her hair pinned back so firmly it hurt.

‘I’ve never seen sheep shorn before,’ she admitted, which was true, though she had seen shearing on television. But that had been done with modern mechanical clippers, the shearers bent over with a special brace to support their backs and many in a large sling to ease their muscles in big shearing sheds with slatted floors so the sheep poo could easily drop through the floor. ‘No Champagne for me, thank you, sir. I . . . I do not drink wine.’

Mr Montjoy looked startled. ‘Is that some religious law of your mother’s people?’

‘Perhaps when I am older, sir.’ Ming thought it was a good time to remind him of Elizabeth White’s youth. Plus, Dad would have pink kittens if he knew she’d drunk alcohol. She’d promised she wouldn’t till she was eighteen, and she wasn’t going to cheat, even back here in the past, in an older girl’s body.

‘At least let me help you to goose and green peas. There should be our first harvest of asparagus soon. I had a bed of three-year-old crowns put in while the house was being built. I have glasshouses ordered too, but the materials have yet to arrive from Sydney, so we must make do with the produce from the cold frames. Cumberland sauce, Miss Elizabeth?’

It was red and looked tasty. ‘Yes please, sir. If you have no objection, Mr Montjoy, Edmund will take his lessons outside tomorrow, so he can watch the shearing.’

Mr Montjoy beamed. ‘A splendid idea! You are the perfect governess, Miss Elizabeth. My son learns his letters while he learns how to manage our estate. What could be better?’ He turned at a commotion at the door. A woman’s voice was raised in fear and agitation.

It had to be Hilde, thought Ming. Had dingoes attacked the sheep . . . or had the fires spread . . .

But it was Gladys who pushed past Griggs, her face blotched with tears. ‘Mr Montjoy, Miss White. Edmund has vanished!’




CHAPTER 25

HUNTING FOR EDMUND

‘Vanished?’ Mr Montjoy thrust his napkin onto the table and stood. ‘That is impossible. Calm yourself, woman. The lad is undoubtedly playing a trick on you to avoid going to bed. Have you looked under the bed? In the wardrobe?’

‘I’m sure it’s nothing like that, sir! Me and May have looked everywhere, and Mrs Bunns has had the housemaids looking all over the house, too. No one else has seen him since he went up to bed.’

‘When did you see him last?’ asked Ming quickly. ‘Has anything different happened tonight?’

Gladys brushed tears from her cheeks. ‘No, miss. He had his supper, good as gold, miss, a boiled egg with toast soldiers, just as he likes them, then rice pudding with strawberry jam and a glass of hot milk. He’d had his bath and was in his nightgown, safe as always, before he came down to say good night to you. It had been a long day, sir, and he was tired. He went to bed, and I read to him. Miss White told me to always read him a story when he goes to bed, so I read him one of the Psalms from the Bible.’

Ming blinked. She had meant that Gladys should read him a children’s story, but perhaps very few had been written down yet. She hadn’t seen any in the library at Montjoy.

Gladys twisted her hands together in anguish. ‘Then I blew out the candles and made up the nursery fire. I was just off to bed myself when I looked in on him, same as always, to add more wood to the fire and check he hadn’t thrown off his quilt. But his bed was empty, sir!’

Ming tensed, waiting for Mr Montjoy to blame her, or Gladys. But it seemed he was a fair man. If Edmund had vanished when he was supposed to be safely asleep, it would not be their fault.

‘Kidnappers,’ said Mr Montjoy grimly. ‘This may be a gentlemen’s colony, but we have convict villains on our borders. Someone has made off with the lad for ransom.’

Convicts! Ming knew that the convicts who escaped Tasmania — now still Van Diemen’s Land — were infamous for their savagery as bushrangers. But surely Edmund didn’t sleep so soundly he wouldn’t make a noise if he were snatched from his bed. The windows were shut on these cold nights, too, and the doors locked before dinner was served. It would be difficult, almost impossible, for a stranger to make their way into the house and out again carrying the boy without someone hearing or seeing them. Could one of the servants have taken the boy?

She shook her head. ‘Mr Montjoy, I don’t think it could be kidnappers. Why kidnap Edmund now, when the household is awake and the house lit up? If the kidnappers waited a few hours they could sneak off in the dark. Gladys,’ she added urgently, ‘what about Edmund’s dressing gown?’

‘It’s gone, miss.’

‘His slippers?’

‘They are still there, miss,’ said Gladys tearfully. ‘I’m that sorry, Mr Montjoy. I swear I did nothing wrong.’

It made no sense. Why should Edmund have his dressing gown, but not his slippers?

‘There has to be some clue that will tell us where he’s gone!’ Ming ran from the table, careless of proper-young-lady manners, down the stairs and along the hall to the nursery. Just as Gladys had said, the bed was empty, the dressing gown gone, and Edmund’s slippers were still by his bed. Surely Edmund would not have walked on the cold winter floors without his slippers.

She glanced at the bed again. The bed was messed, as if there had been a struggle. The quilt was gone, as well. Perhaps Mr Montjoy is right, she thought suddenly. Maybe the kidnappers gagged him and had taken the quilt from the bed to wrap the boy in, to keep him quiet as well as warm on this cold night.

‘Well?’ demanded Mr Montjoy behind her.

Ming suddenly noticed something else. ‘His boots,’ she exclaimed. ‘Edmund’s boots are gone!’ Surely no kidnapper would have worried about taking a boy’s boots. ‘Sir, did Edmund say anything to you when he came to say good night?’

Mr Montjoy frowned. ‘He talked about the shearing, oh, and that the shorn sheep would be cold. He wanted us to find nightclothes for them . . .’

‘He’s taken his quilt!’ exclaimed Ming. ‘See, the candlestick by his bed has gone too. I’m sure that’s what he’s done. He’s taken his quilt to keep the ram warm at night. He is very fond of the ram,’ she added.

‘I’ve noticed,’ said Mr Montjoy abruptly.

‘Sir!’ Greggs elbowed his way through the servants poised and waiting in the hall. ‘The bolt on the front door has been pulled back, sir. I bolted that door myself two hours ago. It could only have been opened from inside.’

Ming clenched her fists to try to calm herself. One of the servants might still be guilty. But it seemed far more likely that Edmund had headed out by himself, into the night, to take Wusty his quilt.

Mr Montjoy turned to him, his face filled with fear and determination. ‘I want every man out there. Head for the sheep paddocks.’

‘Edmund may be coming back already.’ Ming tried to sound reassuring.

‘With a candle in the dark? Don’t be an idiot, girl,’ snapped Mr Montjoy. He shook his head. ‘Pardon my language, Miss Elizabeth. But the candle would have been blown out before he was halfway down the drive. My son is out there in the night, wandering and scared. Dingoes, wild cats — anything could happen to him.’

Ming hadn’t thought about the vulnerability of candles. ‘I’m coming too then, sir.’

‘And me, sir,’ said Gladys.

‘This is no job for women,’ said Mr Montjoy shortly, already striding down the hall.

Ming hurried after him. ‘It is exactly a job for a woman. Edmund will be scared of strange men in the dark, but he’ll be reassured by my voice and yours, and Gladys’s. May, please fetch my cloak.’

She looked down at her silk-slippered feet, then changed it to, ‘Never mind. I’ll dress myself. May, fetch me a lantern instead. Now!’ Ming didn’t know how many lanterns the house had and she needed to secure one before the men took them all. The candles and those precious silly chandeliers would give all the light they needed indoors. The house was well lit . . .

She stopped, trying to think. The house was well lit. A boy whose candle had blown out needed only to head towards the light to find his way home. Or maybe he was standing by one of the fires in the paddocks, waiting for rescue.

Rescue is coming, she told herself. Hang on, Edmund. We are coming to find you.




CHAPTER 26

RESCUE!

The lamps swung through the darkness, held high above the heads of servants, workmen, Mr Montjoy and Ming as they hurried through the young rose garden and the orchard. The stars glittered above them, like tiny reflections of the lamps below.

‘Edmund!’ shouted Mr Montjoy. ‘Where are you?’

A few sheep bleated in return.

‘We’ve come to find you,’ Ming cried, as a dingo howled, far off. ‘Don’t worry. You’re not in any trouble. Edmund!’

No one answered. Lanterns bobbed around the gardens and outhouses as the men looked for the small boy.

‘Try Wusty’s enclosure first,’ said Ming breathlessly, as another lantern flickered towards them.

‘What is happening?’ cried Hilde’s voice. ‘Is the dingoes at the sheeps? I thought with the fires burning we need not keep watch tonight.’

‘Edmund is missing,’ said Ming shortly as Hilde caught up with the procession. ‘His quilt has gone and he was worried that Wusty would be cold.’

‘He has the soul of a shepherd, that boy,’ said Hilde. ‘But we must find him.’ She gave a small scream as something large charged in front of them. It stopped, gave a shrieking growl that ripped the night, then galloped off, leaving a pungent smell behind.

‘Just a wumbut,’ said Mr Montjoy grimly. ‘You may go back to your quarters, Miss Schmidt. The darkness is no place for a woman.’

Hilde raised her head proudly. She wore a faded man’s coat, patched at the elbows and hem, over a thick woollen nightdress, with her boots on her feet, a thick shawl draped from head to shoulders. ‘On the most contrary, sir, I have watched sheeps in the darkness most of my life. I have protected them from wolves, from men like wolves who might steal them. I have dug sheep from the snowdrifts and warmed them to life by my fire. I am not afraid of the darkness in this land.’

‘Where are the other girls?’ whispered Ming, as they hurried towards the paddocks.

‘Sleeping,’ said Hilde. ‘Pigs could dance on the roofs and turkeys sing to them, and the girls would stay sleeping till woken in the morning.’

Mr Montjoy said nothing, forging ahead with his lantern. They had passed the main sheep paddock now, with no sign of a small boy. Wusty’s more secure stone enclosure was just ahead.

Mr Montjoy opened the gate and gave a cry. ‘Edmund’s quilt! He has been here. Edmund!’ he yelled. ‘Where are you?’

No one answered. Ming tried not to breathe so she could hear any small noise in the night. But the only sound was a possum, growling from the trees beyond that had not yet been ringbarked, the ripple-dapple song of the creek, the far-off thuds of what must be a mob of ’roos, disturbed in their night-time grazing.

‘Edmund!’ Ming shouted. ‘Don’t worry, you’re not in trouble! We just want to take you back to the house, to be warm and safe.’

Once more they stood silent in the enclosure. Ming felt terror creep into her bones. Where could the small boy have got to between here and the house?

Wusty trotted up to Hilde, trampling the quilt that must already have fallen from his back, and butted her gently, obviously hoping for a biscuit. She absently scratched behind a horn. ‘Not tonight,’ she said softly. She raised her voice. ‘Edmund? Wo ist du?’

Ming moved towards the fire, now a pile of coals from the gum logs piled into the kindling that afternoon. But there was no small boy standing by their warmth. She lifted her lantern again, trying to work out where he might have gone. His candle had almost certainly blown out soon after he left the house, but he had made his way here safely by the lights from the house and the fires. All he needed to do was head back towards the house light.

Had he really been kidnapped?

She began to walk slowly back to the others then stopped at a muffled sound from under her feet, a sob and then a faint, ‘Help me!’

‘Edmund! Where are you?’ she cried.

‘I fell!’ said the small voice tremulously. ‘I fell down a hole in the dark. I can’t get out! There was an animal, a big ferocious animal, so I crawled away down the tunnel. It is so dark! I don’t know which way to go!’

Part of a wombat burrow’s roof must have collapsed, thought Ming, maybe from the weight of all the sheep. ‘Stay exactly where you are. Don’t move! Mr Montjoy!’ she shouted. ‘Edmund is here. He’s fallen into a wombat hole and accidentally crawled further in.’ She imagined the enormous tunnels the gigantic wombats she had seen here might make.

‘Then we will dig him out! Higgins, Rogers, fetch tools.’

‘No! cried Ming. ‘Any digging might collapse the tunnel on top of him.’

Mr Montjoy glared at her through the darkness but made a visible effort to speak politely. ‘What do you suggest?’

‘We find where he fell. It can’t be far away.’

‘It is here!’ called Hilde. She had been searching while they talked. ‘I can see where the side of the hole is broken by his feet. Someone must go down there and bring him out, before that animal returns.’

Ming was about to say that the wombat wouldn’t hurt him, then hesitated. The wombat might be as scared as Edmund. Wombats could bite and might attack if they felt threatened. One might easily think a boy invading its burrow was a threat.

‘I’ll go down,’ Ming offered.

‘You will do no such thing. This is men’s work,’ said Mr Montjoy.

‘A man might get stuck, sir, and things would be even worse. Please, let me try!’

‘No!’ Hilde was already unwrapping her shawl and shedding her coat. ‘You are a lady, Miss Elizabeth. Your pardon, but you are not strong like a sheeps girl. I have the strong arms, the legs. The wumbuts dig most big holes, quite big enough for me.’ Before anyone could protest Hilde sat on the edge of the collapsed burrow then, as the soil began to collapse even further under her weight, she half slid, half dropped below.

Ming flung herself onto the ground, lying next to the hole and swinging the lantern down as far as she could reach. ‘Edmund is to your left,’ she called. ‘The way that is slightly uphill. Will I pass you down the lantern?’

‘There is no room I am thinking,’ came Hilde’s voice from below. ‘I cannot be crawling and carrying the lantern. Edmund? Edmund, it is I, Hilde.’

‘Hilde!’ The boy’s voice broke into sobs further down the burrow. ‘The dirt keeps falling on me when I try to move!’

‘Then stay still!’ yelled Ming, then quickly pushed herself back as even more soil collapsed under her, too.

‘Don’t come any closer!’ she warned Mr Montjoy and Gladys. ‘The whole burrow is unstable.’

‘Hilde? Hilde, are you coming to get me?’ cried Edmund.

‘Yes, I am getting you. Just stay still. You must sing to me, so I know which way to be going.’

‘I . . . I don’t know a song. Yes, I do.’ He began to sing the alphabet song Ming had taught him a few days before. ‘ABCDEFG . . .’

‘That is most good!’ Hilde’s voice was fainter now, as she crawled further underground. ‘That is the song Miss White, she taught me on the ship. It is the song to teach us how to read. Keep singing, Edmund.’

‘HIJKLMNOP . . .’ quavered Edmund’s voice.

‘I am thinking I am near you now. I have you!’ called Hilde triumphantly.

Mr Montjoy next to Ming made a small noise, not quite a sob. ‘Can you bring him out safely?’ he shouted. Ming heard a trickle of dirt under their feet.

‘Of course we can be safe, can’t we, Edmund?’ Hilde’s voice was muffled underground. ‘You must hold my skirt. Yes, that is right. I will crawl first, towards the light Miss White is holding, and you must crawl after me. Can you do that?’

‘Yes.’

‘If more soil falls, hold my skirt over your head, to keep the air around you. Can you do that too?’

‘But that’s rude!’ protested Edmund.

‘It is what people must do in an avalanche of snow, or of dirt too. It is not rude if there is an avalanche.’

‘What if the big animal comes again?’

‘We will sound ferocious. That is how I scare the wolves back home.’ Ming heard a mock savage growl below her and an almost-laugh from Edmund.

‘See? We will be safe. We just have to crawl to the light. That is it. You are a most brave boy! A little further. See, we are nearly there. Herr Montjoy? I will crawl further into the hole of the other side, so you may reach down to bring up Edmund first. Edmund, we are here. Let go now. I will just go in here while your papa, he picks you up.’

Mr Montjoy lay on the ground, then reached his arms down into the hole, making more soil than ever fall. The hole was enormous now, its edges clearly unstable in the lamplight. Ming saw Mr Montjoy’s large hands meet Edmund’s small ones. Mr Montjoy pulled. Edmund emerged as the soil of the burrow crumbled into the hole and kept on falling.

‘Edmund.’ Mr Montjoy hugged his son to him as he quickly moved back, away from the collapse. ‘Thank God, you are safe!’

‘But Miss Hilde!’ cried Edmund.

Ming looked for the most stable-looking edge, then leaned down again. Had the soil buried Hilde or blocked the hole? But suddenly a filthy face appeared from the darkness at the other side of the burrow.

‘He is safe?’ demanded Hilde urgently.

‘Yes,’ said Ming, trying not to cry in relief. ‘He is safe.’




CHAPTER 27

SAFE!

Shouts of, ‘They’ve found the boy! He’s safe!’ echoed around the property as Mr Montjoy carried Edmund back to the nursery, while Griggs hurried to direct baths to be prepared for both Edmund and Hilde. Mr Montjoy had decreed that Hilde must certainly not return to the shepherd girls’ quarters — where presumably the other girls were still sleeping their way through all the anguish — but stay the night at the house.

‘Could you let her stay always, Papa?’ cried Edmund. ‘She can share my nursery.’

‘I think the Blue Room opposite Miss White’s would be more suitable,’ intoned Greggs. Edmund seemed satisfied with that.

‘I’ll show her where to go,’ offered Ming.

‘Thank you.’ Mr Montjoy carried Edmund towards the nursery.

Hilde stared at everything they passed, then gazed at her new quarters with amazement. ‘It is like a palace,’ she whispered to Ming. She looked down at her filthy nightdress under the almost-as-stained coat. ‘It is too fine for me.’

‘Nonsense,’ said Ming, casting off her cloak and longing for her comfortable silk slippers again. ‘Here is May, with the men carrying your bath.’

‘A bath? As you had on the ship?’ Hilde looked even more dubious as a small troop of maids began to empty tall jugs of hot water into the hip bath, while May added logs to the bedroom fire. ‘I have already washed the mud from my hands and face and neck. Never have I taken a bath of all of me before.’

‘You’ll like it. The water smells good and you will feel fresh and clean.’

‘I must take all my clothes off, too! Never have I taken off all my clothes!’ Hilde sounded truly shocked.

‘You never undress at all?’ asked Ming, equally bewildered.

‘Not all at once. I wash here, then I wash there. My underclothes I am changing only in spring. I . . . I cannot be with no clothes on, Fräulein. It is not right!’

‘There’s a screen so no one will see you. I’ll find you some clean clothes . . .’ Ming hesitated. Nothing of hers — or Elizabeth White’s — would fit Hilde, who was so much taller, and broader in the shoulders, too.

‘Ahem,’ said May tactfully. ‘I will see to that, Miss Elizabeth. Bridget who does the mending and I will alter a nightdress for Miss Hilde while she bathes. It won’t matter if it’s a bit short and we can easily put wide strips up both sides to make it fit her. We will have a dress and petticoats altered for her by morning.’

It would mean a long night of work for both women, Ming realised. But that was a servant’s life in this time. She just hoped both women would be able to nap tomorrow. ‘Thank you,’ she said gratefully.

‘You will stay with me, to show me this bath and nightdress, Miss Elizabeth?’ Hilde sounded far more nervous about the grandeur and the bath than she had about crawling down a wombat hole.

‘Of course,’ said Ming.

‘This is really what people who live in palaces do? They take off all their clothes? I know on the ship you washed often and yet you did not catch the grippe.’

‘Truly, having a bath every day is good for you.’

‘Every day! You bathed once a week on the ship.’

So Elizabeth too didn’t wash as often as people did in modern times, thought Ming. ‘It was because there was only salt water,’ she added quickly. ‘And there was no way to wash my underclothes enough. I bathe each day here, and put on fresh underthings.’

Hilde stared around, half in terror, the rest amazement. ‘The big bed, it is all for me? You will not share it, or one of the servants?’

‘It is just for you. My room is across the hall if you need anything or pull that rope with the tassel — the thing like a horse’s tail — and May will come. See, the fire is making the room warm for your bath. In the morning, the maids will bring you early morning tea.’

‘Tea!’ said Hilde with scorn.

‘I’ll ask them to bring hot milk instead,’ said Ming quickly. ‘Then May will help you dress, and we will go down to breakfast together.’

Hilde shook her head. ‘I am like a princess,’ she said softly. ‘I have dreamed of a room like this, but never thought it could be so wunderbar.’ She lifted her chin courageously. ‘If I must take off my clothes and get in water, like the sheeps, then I will do it. It is so kind of Herr Montjoy to let me sleep in this palace tonight.’

‘You rescued Mr Montjoy’s son, and brought him royal sheep, and showed his men how to shear them and look after their wool so he can make a lot more money.’ Ming reckoned Mr Montjoy would be grateful for a very long time. Edmund, too, would surely protest if the young woman he admired, the one who had rescued him from the dark hole, tried to go back to the long hut with the other girls.




CHAPTER 28

HILDE’S NEW LIFE

‘Miss Schmidt is already awake,’ said May when she brought in Ming’s morning tea. May had dark circles under her eyes but seemed triumphant. ‘You should see her, miss! She keeps looking at herself in the mirror! I can’t do a thing with her hair, miss. There is so much of it now it’s washed and dry. I started to plait it as she wanted, but it will take an age.’

‘But you managed to alter a dress?’

‘Oh yes, miss, and petticoats and a corset, and no one will see the stockings are too short. Her house slippers look a bit funny where we added a bit, but no one should see those, either.’

‘You are wonderful, May,’ said Ming.

‘Just doing my duty, miss,’ said May, but she looked pleased. ‘Mr Montjoy is waiting for both of you in the breakfast room,’ she added.

Ming hurried through her own bathing and dressing then knocked briefly on Hilde’s door and entered.

Hilde stood before a long mirror, staring at the reflection of a young woman in sky-blue silk with gold embroidery at neck, sleeves and bodice that matched the long blonde hair that fell almost to her waist.

Ming blinked. Hilde looked quite different out of the shapeless, too big, drab dress. Its thick, clumsily cut cloak had made her look far more broad shouldered than she really was and the corset now nipped in her waist. Ming hoped it wasn’t too uncomfortable. She shook her head. Of course Hilde would be uncomfortable! But she hoped the beauty of the dress made up for the discomfort.

‘I . . . I think that is not me,’ said Hilde wonderingly.

‘It is very much you. Your hair is the most lovely I have ever seen!’ It’s amazing what a good wash can do, thought Ming. ‘Come — we must go down to breakfast.’

‘But I must plait my hair, and cover my head before men see me!’

‘I don’t wear a head covering in the house, and nor need you. Look, here are the ribbons May was going to use for your plaits. Let’s just put your hair in a ponytail.’

‘A horse tail?’

‘No, like this. See! Come on. Mr Montjoy is waiting for us.’

‘At home we serve the men, then eat what is left in the kitchen.’ Hilde lifted her chin. ‘But I am not in Saxony now. I will never go there again. And if I am wishing to wear my hair like the tail of a horse, I will.’ She moved to the door, almost tripping over the bulk of her new petticoats.

‘Try walking like this, lifting your skirt and petticoats a little in front.’ Ming demonstrated, glad she had learned the art of walking in a long dress and petticoats on her first journey into the past.

They walked down the steps together, as Hilde slowly got used to the wide skirts and petticoats. She stared at the polished and carved bannister, the paintings on the walls, the rich carpets. ‘Wunderbar,’ she kept whispering. ‘So wunderbar.’

Edmund ran to meet them as they entered the breakfast room, a very different Edmund, clean and grinning with delight. ‘Papa says I may breakfast with you this morning,’ he announced. ‘I must escort you.’ He held out his elbows for Ming and Hilde to rest their hands on politely, then led them to the table.

Mr Montjoy was staring at Hilde. He quickly stood and bowed. ‘Miss Elizabeth, Miss Hilde, I cannot thank you enough, both of you. Your bravery was extraordinary last night, Miss Hilde.’

Hilde met his eyes. ‘It was a little frightening, but not as much as scaring away wolves in winter back home.’

‘Did you really scare away wolves?’ asked Edmund, awed.

Hilde nodded. ‘It was a hard winter. Wolves mostly keep to the mountains and hunt the deer, but that winter many animals starved, and people too. I must sit by the fire all night, to keep the sheeps safe. Then suddenly I saw the yellow eyes in the darkness . . .’

‘Wolves!’ breathed Edmund.

‘So I grabbed a burning branch from the fire and waved it at them and growled and yelled as I did last night, and they ran away. But there are no wolves here,’ she assured Edmund quickly. ‘Only the kangaroos, and the wumbuts.’

‘We will make quite sure there are no burrows for you to fall into again,’ said Mr Montjoy firmly. ‘Nor the sheep either. Why a sheep might break a leg falling into one of those holes. Now, please help yourself to breakfast.’ He smiled. ‘You said that in your country a light beer is drunk at most meals, and sometimes heated when it is cold. I hope you like what we have prepared for you.’

‘It is a ginger ale made hot!’ cried Hilde. ‘Herr Montjoy, you are much too good.’ She followed Ming to the sideboard, and tentatively helped herself to fried eggs, then slices of ham and a piece of pie, possibly the only foods she recognised.

‘Nothing is too good for the woman who saved my son — and who is enriching me by looking after my flocks of sheep so well. Why, my uncles will be rubbing their hands with glee when they see our fleeces. Now, eat your breakfast . . .’

‘And then we can go and see them shear more sheep,’ said Edmund, climbing onto a chair between Ming and Hilde.

‘And Miss Hilde can instruct the men as needed,’ continued his father. He cleared his throat. ‘If you do not object, however, I would prefer you to continue living in the house. Miss White needs a chaperone . . .’

No, I don’t, thought Ming.

‘And a companion . . . Edmund would be sorry to see you leave, too. The housekeeper will attend to your wardrobe needs.’

You have met a woman who is as fascinated by sheep breeding as you are, thought Ming. One who will quickly learn polite manners, who is beautiful and blonde and will not embarrass you by not looking European.

Mr Montjoy was a good man, she realised. He had been genuinely charitable in offering a home, and probable marriage, to his friend’s orphaned daughter, even though he must have known that a ‘mixed race’ wife would mean embarrassment in this new ‘colony of gentlemen’, and even exclusion from some of its society, not just for himself and Elizabeth and Edmund, but for any children Elizabeth might have.

John Montjoy would undoubtedly continue to give Elizabeth White a safe and happy home, Ming thought, but he would give his heart — and sheep — to Hilde.




CHAPTER 29

THE MOST SURPRISING VISITORS

The four of them were strolling back from Wusty’s enclosure to an early luncheon when a strange phaeton rolled up the track towards the house. Mr Montjoy walked with Ming on one arm and Hilde towering over him on the other. Hilde was almost used to her longer, wider silken skirts now. She and Mr Montjoy were in earnest conversation about the possibility of importing more Saxon sheep, while Edmund bounced ahead, as if he had never been terrified, lost in a burrow underground. Behind them the shearers and farm workers herded the sheep back into their enclosures. The air smelled of sheep, fresh hay, and a hint of new blossom from the remaining gum trees on the hills.

‘Look!’ Edmund called, pointing at the distant vehicle bouncing on its two big wheels over the ruts and tree roots on the track. The phaeton was drawn by four horses, with a groom in blue and black driving, two grooms behind, its passengers a gentleman in a top hat and a lady in a bonnet and veil that entirely hid her features.

‘Who are they, Papa?’ demanded Edmund.

‘I have no idea. New neighbours, perhaps? But this is an odd hour for a social call.’

They’ll have to stay the night, thought Ming, unless they have brought tents to camp in. What did gentlemen do when strangers arrived at their door? If they were new neighbours, they had no house to stay in.

Mr Montjoy stopped at the front steps, his son and Ming and Hilde next to him, waiting as the phaeton approached. Greggs appeared behind them, in perfect butler pose, while two grooms in Mr Montjoy’s green livery stood waiting to help the phaeton’s grooms hold the horses, and help the passengers alight.

The woman descended first, lifting the veil that had protected her face from dust and sun. She was middle aged, her curls in short grey bunches under a bonnet decorated with purple lace and crisp silk pansies, her travelling dress a conservative but obviously expensive dark-green thick silk under a darker green woollen cloak, trimmed with dark beading at the collar and dark fur at its edges, as well as jade earrings and long soft grey leather gloves.

Rich, thought Ming, as the gentleman followed, removing his top hat and bowing politely, first to Hilde and Ming, and then again to Mr Montjoy. Ming curtseyed in return as Mr Montjoy bowed, and Hilde and Edmund quickly copied them.

The man was far younger than the woman and handsome, with dark hair and the broad shoulders of a sportsman. Ming imagined him playing cricket. Had cricket been invented yet? She didn’t know, so it was probably best not to mention it.

‘Mr John Montjoy? I am Ernest Peabody, of Peabody, Peabody and Pleasant. My card, sir.’ Ernest Peabody handed a rectangle with embossed script to Mr Montjoy. His gloves were soft leather too, and his trousers pale and embarrassingly tight, with long boots to his knees. A weird world, thought Ming, where women hide everything but a glimpse of their faces but men can wear skin-tight trousers.

‘May I introduce my mother, Mrs Horace Peabody, widow of my esteemed father, the founder of our firm?’

‘I’m most glad to make your acquaintance, Mrs Peabody, Mr Peabody.’ Mr Montjoy bowed again. ‘May I introduce Miss Hilde Schmidt, Miss Elizabeth White and my son, Master Edmund Montjoy.’

Ming curtseyed a second time, as did Mrs Peabody. Hilde quickly followed their examples.

‘You must wonder at my presence, sir. I bring welcome news from England for Miss White.’ Ernest smiled at Ming. ‘Your father’s estate has finally been settled, Miss White, and in your favour. Our firm are now your guardians until you are twenty-one, and I hope will provide guidance for you as long as you may need it. Your father’s country residence in England is being prepared to receive you. It is my pleasant duty to offer to escort you home, with my mother as your companion and chaperone.’

‘I . . . see,’ said Mr Montjoy slowly, before Ming could say anything for herself. ‘This must of course be discussed. May I offer you the hospitality of my home for tonight?’

Mr Peabody bowed. ‘Thank you, sir. We were indeed hoping for such an offer.’

Ming hoped the ‘discussion’ would include her, though she suspected both men would agree about Elizabeth’s future without her, unless Elizabeth expressed a strong wish to stay here, and even perhaps go back to China, now she had the money to live independently, and even employ a chaperone of her own choice.

But what would Elizabeth want? Ming thought desperately. How could Ming decide for her? For Elizabeth obviously had choices now, ones denied to her when Ming took over her life.

‘It has been a long journey.’ Mrs Peabody spoke for the first time. ‘Though today was not quite as challenging as the waves of the Southern Ocean. We had to leave before we knew if Miss White had reached here, so are most relieved to find she is not still on the way from China.’ She smiled at Ming, obviously able to tell by her features which of the two young women was Elizabeth White. ‘It is a pleasure to meet you, my dear. Pardon the familiarity, but I knew your parents well in Shanghai, where my husband travelled on your father’s business, and I called your mother “friend”.’ She absent-mindedly stroked her silk skirt with one gloved hand, as if its cloth had come via Elizabeth’s family.

Ming curtseyed again, unsure what to say. She had no right to make this decision. Where did Elizabeth’s true future lie?

What if I choose wrongly? thought Ming desperately, as the men and Edmund followed the women inside and Griggs shut the door against the chill.

Surely, she had already seen a girl change the world, the event that Herstory wanted her to witness and to write about — Hilde and her sheep, beginning a revolution in the Australian wool industry. Or was the ‘change’ still to come, and would it be made by Elizabeth? Would she become one of the early suffragettes? Or maybe help Florence Nightingale establish professional nursing in the Crimean War, or . . . she tried to think what other issues had been important in the 1850s and 60s.

She was still trying to decide whether to express a preference on Elizabeth’s behalf as May dressed her for dinner — white silk embroidered in gold, with pearls set in gold and a necklace and earrings and a flower of gold set with pearls above one of her brooches of pearls. She and May helped Hilde dress, another garment that must have been quickly altered, with a band of darker pink lengthening the pale pink of its skirt, her hair tamed into a gold lace hairnet, with two locks cut short and curled at either side.

‘I think you are a fairy,’ Edmund said, gazing up at Hilde, as both young women visited him to say good night. ‘Fairies have gold hair. You are the tallest, strongest fairy in the world! You are pretty too, Miss White,’ he added quickly to Ming, as Hilde laughed, and crouched down to hug him, her corset obviously too confining to allow her to bend at the waist.

He’s a nice kid, thought Ming, bending at the knees to kiss his cheek. She would miss him when she left.

She blinked as she stood up again. She was leaving . . .

‘Miss Elizabeth, is something wrong?’ Hilde asked in concern. ‘Your face looks most odd.’

Ming managed to smile. ‘I’m fine.’ But suddenly, as she had kissed Edmund, she had known it was the last time she would ever see the boy she had grown so fond of. Her time here was almost at an end.

Ming Qong would go to sleep in the lavender-scented sheets tonight, listening to the faint bleat of sheep, or the far-off howl of dingoes. It would be Elizabeth White who woke to a tray of early morning tea, her clothes warmed by a freshly stoked fire.

Elizabeth White would leave Montjoy tomorrow morning, to catch a ship leaving for England in a few days’ time. She would sail away from Australia, to take up her position as a wealthy heiress, and Ming would leave Elizabeth’s life, too.

‘Be happy,’ Ming whispered to Edmund. ‘Have a wonderful life with many adventures, filled with everything you love. And you, too,’ she added to Hilde.

Hilde flushed. ‘I’m already having every dream come true,’ she said. ‘It is thanks to you, Miss Elizabeth.’

Not every dream has come true yet, thought Ming, as she and Hilde walked down the corridor, their silk skirts swishing side by side. But Ming was pretty sure Hilde was going to have her ‘palace’, and a husband who wanted a capable woman to manage his estate with him, and discuss sheep with him, not a silent semi-slave who was not even allowed to eat at the table with him, or even a social ornament, chosen for her family’s position.

Hilde would have her ‘sheeps’, and children perhaps, beginning with Edmund, a child she already loved and who loved her in return.

Goodbye, she thought to Mr Montjoy, as he instructed a slightly dazed Ernest Peabody about the brilliant future of the colony of South Australia over roast goose and apple pudding, with Mrs Peabody acting as hostess as the senior lady of the party. He had generously and impulsively offered a new chance at life to his friend’s daughter, despite knowing his wife’s nationality, and the racism they and their children would face, even in this new colony, if he and Elizabeth married. Now she saw him exchange glances with Hilde across the table, a Hilde managing complicated cutlery as if she had used it all her life, and knew he would be happy.

You deserve it all, she thought, as Hilde let a footman help her to buttered leeks. You had the courage not just to come to a new land, but to imagine a life and freedom you had never seen, but longed for. I will miss you so much! She had forgotten how hard it was to make friends in the past yet never meet with them again.

‘Thank you,’ she said to May at bedtime, as May slipped a warm brick wrapped in flannel into her cold, soft bed. ‘You have been so kind to both me and Hilde. I hope you have the happiest life to come.’

May looked startled, then flushed. ‘How did you know, miss?’

‘Know what, May? I don’t understand,’ said Ming.

‘Mr Longbottom only asked me to marry him last time we were in Adelaide. I met him at church. I haven’t even given my notice to the master yet. Mr Longbottom’s got three hundred acres on the river, and a big wooden house with two bedrooms and a parlour, eight dairy cows and fourteen pigs!’

‘Then you’ll need a wedding present,’ said Ming. She pulled out her reticule from the chest by the bed and gave May all the gold coins in it.

May stared. ‘It’s a fortune, miss!’

Ming was sure the Peabodys would have brought funds for Elizabeth to travel home with. ‘To help you with your farm. You can buy saucepans and sheets and . . .’

May laughed and shook her head. ‘I’m going to buy turkeys, miss. The price they fetch down in Adelaide is amazing. Master here don’t know how to breed them, but I do. Put the eggs under broody hens, because turkeys are too flighty to sit for long, then feed them warm bran mash . . .’

Ming let her talk. Goodbye, she said, to the rich brocade curtains, the intricate patterns of the mats that shone on the polished wood floor, the gorgeous silks, that glowed and felt as soft as water, of a kind and quality she might never see again, though modern clothes and even her school uniform were a lot more comfortable.

Goodbye to whatever year this was, for she still hadn’t found out.

Goodbye, she thought, as May closed the door and Ming snuffed out her candle, leaving only the red glow from the fire, scented with lavender from the dried flowers May had thrown on the coals before she left the room.

Goodbye . . .




CHAPTER 30

THE CHANGING WORLD

She was lying in bed again: her boarding house bed, narrow and hard-mattressed compared to the luxury she’d left, with a faint smell of sweaty gym shoes and disinfectant. The room was dark, except for the faint blue glow around Herstory, still perched on the windowsill. Once again, the world was frozen, except for Ming and the entity who juggled time so women’s stories might be heard.

It was as if time no longer existed. Or was Herstory Time’s daughter? Ming realised she knew little about the being who had shown her so much.

‘Well?’ asked Herstory softly. ‘Did you have your comfortable adventure?’

‘Mostly comfortable,’ said Ming, still dazed by the change, even though she’d been expecting it. ‘Lots of long silk dresses and bonnets and sheep. What year was I in? I never found a way to ask.’

‘It was 1841. You saw a girl change history?’

‘I think so,’ said Ming. ‘Hilde and the Saxon girls changed the fine-wool merino wool industry, didn’t they? Their sheep meant this country produced great wool.’

‘And for almost a hundred years or more that wool was Australia’s most valuable industry,’ agreed Herstory. ‘Yes, Hilde and her friends changed the world, though many others also contributed a great deal to the fine merino breeds. But those young women helped make sheep breeders think about how their sheep were shorn, and that led to proper shearing sheds, beginning about ten years later, and even more new methods of shearing. Hilde was just one of many . . .’

‘Just like Flo was one of many, and Marie . . .’

‘Hilda Montjoy changed the world more dramatically in another way, too,’ added Herstory quietly.

Montjoy, not Schmidt? So Hilde — or Hilda, the name made English — did marry Mr Montjoy, thought Ming. But she shook her head. ‘I don’t understand. How else could Hilde change the world?’

‘How many wombats live in the Adelaide Hills now?’ asked Herstory softly.

‘I . . . I don’t know. None, I think.’

‘They are endangered. Every year there are fewer, since their land was cleared, beginning when Hilda Montjoy ordered every wombat be shot and their burrows filled, because the stepson she loved had been lost down one. Not her alone, of course. Other colonists hunted the wombats too, because they ate the grass and dug holes or pushed through fences. The sheep Hilde loved also overgrazed the land in bad years, so noxious weeds grew that poisoned many of the few wombats who remained. By the time Hilde was a grandmother there were no more wombats in their entire region, but the killing continued elsewhere. In some places it still goes on today.’

‘But . . . but I just wanted to see a girl change the world.’

‘You did,’ said Herstory flatly. ‘But you didn’t say you only wanted to see them make the world better. Hilda Montjoy gave a lot to her new land. But she was also part of the displacement, loss and other tragedies of the true Indigenous owners of the land, as well as hunting down a helpless animal who did no more than eat the grass her sheep might eat and dig vast burrows to shelter in.’

Ming sat back on her pillows, silent. Part of her grieved those strange, strong, silent animals she had fallen in love with after those few glimpses in the dark. But she had also liked Hilde and admired her.

‘Hilde lived a European life,’ said Herstory quietly. ‘A life she thought the best life in the world. Even by the time she arrived most of the Wirra Meyunna or Forest People had been kidnapped and enslaved by whaling crews. Soon all the survivors who spoke dialects of the language of that area would be known as the Kaurna people — but very, very few survived the arrival of the colonists.’

‘What happened to them?’ asked Ming quietly, though she knew stories that must be similar across Australia. She suddenly realised she had seen no Indigenous person during her whole time in the past.

Herstory’s face was expressionless, but Ming thought she saw the glint of tears on her cheeks, just as Herstory had been weeping for the girls and women of World War I when Ming had returned from the past last time. ‘They died,’ said Herstory quietly. ‘From diseases like measles, influenza, dysentery, typhus, or from being shot for spearing sheep. The Aboriginal women and girls had kept the creeks and springs clean for tens of thousands of years, but sheep and other introduced animals polluted them or destroyed the waterholes with their feet.’

‘I . . . I didn’t know,’ whispered Ming. ‘Hilde couldn’t have known . . .’

‘The sheep ate the yam daisies with their fat, edible roots, and the grasses, reeds and rushes whose seeds had been a food source for tens of thousands of years. Many were killed for simply being on their own country. And then,’ Herstory shrugged, ‘the survivors were forced away. Within decades, most of the Aboriginal children would be taken to “schools”, though they received little real education there. The adults were forcibly removed to missions and reserves. You saw the beginning of one change, Ming Qong. You were also there as other worlds were ending. Hilda Schmidt Montjoy was part of both.’

And yet Hilde would never have thought she was harming anyone, thought Ming sadly. Hilde only wanted to do good, to care for her ‘sheeps’ and the people who she loved. Ming desperately hoped Hilde had never guessed that a long time in the future people might think she had helped cause so much tragedy.

‘Was Hilde happy?’ Ming asked instead.

‘Yes. A good marriage and a good life. She had four daughters, who also married farmers. Edmund took over the Montjoy estate, though his grandsons sold the last of the sheep. Montjoy is a vineyard now, but still owned by Edmund’s descendants.’

‘What about Elizabeth White? How did I take her place?’

‘She was scared on that ship, orphaned, just like Flo. Elizabeth was terrified of the new country ahead of her, strange people in stranger places. She just wanted to vanish and so she did for a while, as you lived her life instead. You look remarkably similar, even though you are only distantly related.’

‘What!’ exclaimed Ming.

Herstory smiled. ‘Elizabeth was your many times great-grandmother.’

Ming stared at the being on the windowsill. If only she’d known she was related to Elizabeth! ‘What happened to her?’ she asked urgently.

‘Elizabeth left Montjoy early the next day. She did look a little different from you, but everyone thought that was from relief at having her fortune restored. Now she was no longer a governess she dressed less plainly too. The morning Elizabeth left Montjoy she wore a bright blue dress with sapphire earrings, a bonnet decorated with blue silk flowers, and a small lace veil that hung from its brim. She wore more jewellery, and brighter colours. A well-born, wealthy young woman no longer had to cover her bare shoulders with a shawl at dinner, either. Suddenly she could be herself again, not a demure governess.’ Herstory gave a small grin. ‘Not that you were demure. Be thankful you never had to learn that skill. Elizabeth knew that Gladys and Hilde would take good and loving care of Edmund. Elizabeth wanted to forget everything about her time in Australia, and take up what she regarded as her real life again. She always looked back on that time as a kind of dream, a painful time that somehow didn’t hurt to remember, as though it happened to someone else. That someone, of course, was you.’

‘So how is she related to me? Did she marry Mr Peabody?’

Herstory sighed. ‘You think Elizabeth White only had to see a handsome man to fall in love with him? Elizabeth had more resilience than you think — more than she realised, too. No. She and Ernest Peabody became good friends, and he helped care for her investments and legal affairs all his life. He taught her chess on the voyage back to England. But he was an Englishman. Elizabeth White had an English name and an English father, but she never felt at home in England; nor was she truly accepted there, though many people were kind to her. People being kind to you is different from their accepting you and Elizabeth knew it. As soon as she was twenty-one she returned to Shanghai and worked as a teacher in the school where her mother had taught.’

‘She really did want to teach!’ Dad had never talked about his Chinese family in Vietnam. She would ask him as soon as she was home next holidays. I know so much about history, but not my own family’s history, she realised.

‘Oh yes, Elizabeth wanted to teach. Marriage was Mr Montjoy’s idea, not hers. Elizabeth accepted his offer because she truly wanted to be a governess, and her mother’s family didn’t think a teaching job was suitable for a well-born young woman — or any job at all, except that of wife and mother.’

‘But she had to get married if she was my ancestor!’

‘She married. She just wanted to be able to choose who she married, and when — and establish her own life first. Elizabeth didn’t marry till she was thirty, very old to be married back then. She married the headmaster of the school, a Scottish missionary, but she lived in China all her life. One of her daughters married another missionary teacher, a young Chinese man who was going to teach in what is now Vietnam, which is how your father’s family came to be there. And, yes, Elizabeth was happy, even in her years in England, because she knew that one day she could go home.’

‘Did she change the world, too?’

‘Every good teacher changes the world. Elizabeth was an extremely good one.’

Ming hoped that as Elizabeth’s great-something-granddaughter, she too was as determined and courageous. She lay back, tired not just by the school day but by so many emotions in the past weeks she had just experienced. ‘Will you appear again?’

‘Of course,’ said Herstory.

‘When?’

‘When you want to see a girl change the world,’ said Herstory lightly. ‘And when you are not too busy changing it yourself. Don’t you understand, Ming Qong? I am Herstory. I am always here, always, wherever and whenever a girl changes the world, and should be remembered. Call me, and you’ll see me.’

The blue light slowly faded. Ming blinked. Herstory was gone, or least had vanished from her sight.

But Hilde and Elizabeth White were still there, solidly placed in history, her history, their actions still changing the world today.

Perhaps . . . just perhaps . . . it might be possible to bring the wombats back, thought Ming, just as the Indigenous nations and all their knowledge were at last being recognised. There were so many ways to change the world.

She smiled as sleep claimed her. She had seen girls change the world. Now it was her turn. Perhaps tomorrow.




AUTHOR’S NOTES

All the characters in this book are fictitious, except for those historical personages referred to, such as Colonel Light, John and Elizabeth Macarthur, and Mrs Furlonge. The female shearers are based on real people, but we know too little about them for me to have them speaking and acting in this book.

Many of my novels centre on women in history whose achievements have been ignored, or even deliberately erased from the records, simply because they were female. Sometimes this erasure occurred because ‘nice’ women ‘didn’t’ work, do mathematics or invent computers, and sometimes it was after serious mistakes had been made by the men in charge and the women were needed and consequently there were not enough men to do those jobs. The fact that women and girls had to work in army intelligence, Signals and many other military roles as well as the Resistance in World War I is an example of the latter.

This wasn’t the case with Australia’s early female shearers and shepherds. The contributions of the German women who did so much to establish the ‘fine-wool’ industry as shearers, breeders and tenders of sheep were officially recognised at the time. The 1844 Report of the South Australian Company, for example, stated that the German Lutheran women were almost the only people who could be relied on to shear and make the wool ready for market. There are accounts of the way they used to shear the sheep and prepare the fleeces — they used very different methods from shearers in the rest of the colony.

Those women were admired, and valued, and did much to establish the wool industry that was vital to Australia’s economy for well over a century. The cliché that ‘Australia rode on the sheep’s back’ was around long before I was born and was held to be true at least until the 1970s, when the importance of wool export for the Australian economy was overtaken by export income from mining.

So why have those girls and women been forgotten? The answer is simple, and tragic. The women came from what would become Germany, and there was much German migration to South Australia in the 1800s, to escape religious and political persecution, and from poverty, as the newcomers looked to a land where they might have farms of their own, and their children could have fulfilling lives.

But in 1914 the British Empire — including Australia — went to war with Germany. Both private and public libraries were stripped of any reference to the German contributions to South Australia. Names and birthplaces were erased from family records, books by German authors were burned, even photos and portraits were destroyed in case their descendants were labelled as ‘German enemy aliens’ and interned, often under horrendous conditions, or their businesses destroyed. Some information, of course, still remains, but it is difficult to find after such a long and determined campaign to eradicate any reference to German settlers — especially as so many families of German ancestors or public figures had at least one line of German ancestry, and desperately hoped no one would remember that when Australia and Germany were enemies. The stories of those indomitable girl shearers were almost entirely lost as well.

These days we are used to the idea of blokes shearing sheep with machines, in shearing sheds built for the purpose. Shearing sheds didn’t become popular until decades after the time in which this book is set, and mechanical shearing came later still. For centuries, wool was mostly cut from the sheep with a knife, in great hunks left piled on the ground. It was even gathered from where sheep had rubbed themselves against fences or trees — very common in the days when scab mite infected most sheep so they were continually itchy.

I’ve made one fictional woman from Saxony (soon to be part of the new nation of Germany) the heroine here, convincing an influential landowner to change the way his sheep were kept. In reality, there were hundreds of women who in many places and many times in South Australia made similar contributions, with their techniques quickly spreading in the industry, as did the genes of the extremely superior sheep acquired on the three journeys through Saxony by the redoubtable Mrs Furlonge. If we are to remember the true pioneers of our wool industry heritage, it really should be:

Click go the shears, girls,

Click, click, click . . .

Some of Mrs Furlonge’s Saxon sheep did go to South Australia, but South Australia proved too dry and dusty in many seasons for their wool to get a good price, and other breeds and different merino strains became more popular there.

Possibly the closest to a ‘true’ strain of Mrs Furlonge’s sheep is in Tasmania: cooler, greener, moister and without the penetrating red dust. There have, however, been many other merino strains added to the gene pool of Australia’s best fine-wool merinos. Mrs Furlonge’s sheep played an early and important part, but not the only one. She probably does better deserve the title of the ‘Mother of Australia’s wool industry’ than John Macarthur deserved the ‘Father of the sheep industry’ title however, or even his wife, Elizabeth Macarthur, who played a larger role than he did in running the farms and breeding the sheep. (Their sons, too, would travel to Saxony to buy far superior merinos than their father had purchased at the Cape of Good Hope, the ones that had originally come from war-torn Spain.)

It is hard now to imagine the devastation of the two decades of warfare between France and England that culminated in the Battle of Waterloo in 1815, narrowly won by the English and Prussians (Prussia too would become part of modern Germany). Sheep fed the armies, sometimes bought, often plundered. The ‘royal Saxon sheep’ were important because they had been kept safe from the armies, and their quality not diluted by being bred with inferior sheep. It would take decades for sheep breeding in Europe to recover from the Napoleonic Wars.

THE WIRRA MEYUNNA NATION

The (imaginary) Montjoy estate was on the lands of the Wirra Meyunna or Forest People, though within a few decades the Indigenous nations that spoke dialects of the same language and lived around Adelaide and the Adelaide Hills and Plains became known as the Kaurna people. By then very few were left, out of many thousands before colonisation.

Once pristine and carefully tended rivers and streams as well as the springs that had been protected by rocks became polluted by human and animal waste, and sheep took over the land where once emus, ’roos, wild ducks and other grass eaters had fed. Most of the remaining children were taken to ‘schools’ (very little actual study took place) and the adults forcibly relocated to missions.

Some Aboriginal people stayed working for the colonists — the women were valued as shepherds for at least a decade and much of the wood for the colony was sold by Aboriginal timber-cutters. Some Aboriginal women also married into farming families. For a while it seemed as if the culture of the entire group of nations was vanishing, but language and knowledge holders are now reasserting their culture and helping restore lands so devastated by overgrazing, out of control bushfires and noxious weeds.

SOUTHERN HAIRY-NOSED WOMBATS

Australia has three wombat species — we may have had subspecies, too, but little study was done until around the 1990s, and no Australia-wide DNA survey has ever been done. The Northern Hairy-Nosed Wombat is still one of the world’s most endangered animals, though numbers are increasing due to vigilance in keeping their habitat secure. Bare-Nosed or common wombats were once numerous, but bushfire, a possibly new and more virulent mange, increasing traffic, predation by dogs as well as shooting mean their populations have now become vulnerable. The Southern Hairy-Nosed Wombats may soon become endangered too, as they are poisoned by the weeds that grow after bushfires or overgrazing. They are large and lovable — and have wonderfully square hairy noses.
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Also available in THE GIRLS WHO CHANGED THE WORLD series:

MING AND FLO FIGHT FOR THE FUTURE

Twelve-year-old Ming Qong is convinced that girls must have changed the world, even if they are rarely mentioned in history books.

So when Ming gets the chance to go back in time, she imagines herself changing destinies from a glittering palace or an explorer’s ship. Instead, she ends up in Australia in 1898, living a tough life as Flo Watson on a drought-stricken farm.

Luckily, Ming is rescued by Flo’s Aunt McTavish. Wealthy Aunt McTavish belongs to Louisa Lawson’s Suffragist Society, who are desperately and courageously fighting for women’s rights. And Ming is determined to get involved, to make a difference.

But change is never easy, so how can one girl change the world?

From one of Australia’s favourite writers comes an inspiring series for all the young people who will, one day, change the world.
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MING AND MARIE SPY FOR FREEDOM

Ming Qong is convinced that girls have changed the world throughout history.

So when Ming is thrust back in time to Belgium during WWI, only to be rescued from a burning cellar by Marie — an experienced spy at only twelve years of age — she finally has her proof. Marie is involved with a female secret resistance group who risk their lives to outwit the German troops.

But Ming now faces a tough choice: will she send coded messages and risk her own life in this war on which the future depends?

As Ming learns, change is never easy, so how can one girl change the world?

From one of Australia’s favourite writers comes an inspiring series for all the young people who will, one day, change the world.
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Queen Victoria’s Underpants (with Bruce Whatley)

Christmas Wombat (with Bruce Whatley) • A Day to Remember (with Mark Wilson)

Queen Victoria’s Christmas (with Bruce Whatley)

Dinosaurs Love Cheese (with Nina Rycroft) • Wombat Goes to School (with Bruce Whatley)

The Hairy-Nosed Wombats Find a New Home (with Sue deGennaro)

Good Dog Hank (with Nina Rycroft)

The Beach They Called Gallipoli (with Bruce Whatley)

Wombat Wins (with Bruce Whatley) • Grandma Wombat (with Bruce Whatley)

Millie Loves Ants (with Sue deGennaro) • Koala Bare (with Matt Shanks)

Dippy’s Big Day Out (with Bruce Whatley; concept by Ben Smith Whatley)

When the War is Over (with Anne Spudvilas)

Happy Birthday Wombat (with Bruce Whatley)

All of Us (with Virginia Hooker and Mark Wilson)

Top Koala (with Matt Shanks)

Dippy and the Dinosaurs (with Bruce Whatley; concept by Ben Smith Whatley)

The Fire Wombat (with Danny Snell)

Christmas Always Comes (with Bruce Whatley)

Diary of a Rescued Wombat (with Bruce Whatley)
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PRAISE FOR THE GIRLS WHO CHANGED THE WORLD SERIES

Jackie French’s books always have a unique take on history, based on what is known, and the stories often hidden from the official record, and she gives those who are rendered silent and voiceless. [. . .] We need these stories — to empower us, to educate us, and to let people young and old that they can change the world — that something can be done when you witness inequality and want to change it. — The Books Muse

French writes in such an enjoyable, humorous style. Ming is a wonderful protagonist, whose journey to discover the girls who changed history is sure to take her to some fascinating places. — Better Reading

French, through her protagonist, asks the critical questions that we should all be asking: Where are the women in the history books? Where are our First Nations people? Why is it that the wealthy white men get to dictate our history? Who is fighting for change? In her elegant, non-confrontational way, French is doing just that.

The historically accurate details, inclusive cast of characters and acknowledgement of our poorly recorded history make this the kind of book parents and teachers want their children to read, while the powerhouse protagonist and her gung-ho adventures make Ming’s story a book children want to read. — Reading Time, on Ming and Flo Fight for the Future 

For those readers who are fascinated by war genre, this story based on true facts is a must read. It is full of danger, apprehension, excitement, and the opportunity to learn about the roles women and girls played in major historical events and can play in the future. — Kathryn Beilby, on Ming and Marie Spy for Freedom

Ming and Marie Spy for Freedom offers insightful revelations into war, tough choices, sacrifices by girls and women of WWI and also sacrifices of boys. This fast-paced book calls to young people to be world changers. —Reading Time

The story traverses vast swathes of landscape, both physical and emotional, with wonderful technical competence. History lessons exist as exciting plot points. [. . .]

Alongside this, various cultural and family challenges are played out across the centuries, bringing with them the gift of quiet understanding and resonance. Ming/Flo moves between motherless child, cultural-other, almost-orphan and caretaker-of-friend in a way that’s human, flawed and believable. Many young readers will identify deeply with Ming’s changing community, family and home dynamics. — Kids Book Review, on Ming and Flo Fight for the Future

It’s a cracking read all round. There is, of course, far more than the ‘big picture’ events enhancing this storyline, and Ming’s compassion, insight and empathy make for a terrific, positive example for readers — without any preachiness. — Just So Stories/Sue Warren, on Ming and Flo Fight for the Future 

One of the (many) things I love about Jackie French’s historical fiction is that she effortlessly shines a light on frequently overlooked people and events from history, without veering into tokenistic territory. Her characters represent people who really were there, but who are so often hidden from view in traditional histories and stories. — Denise Newton

The Girls Who Changed the World series [. . .] shows that the way we need to tell history needs to be equal for everyone, that we shouldn’t leave out certain stories, and that there is space for all stories and experiences to be told, so that everyone has something the engage with. —The Book Muse

Ming and Flo Fight for the Future is the perfect book choice for young readers who are interested in Australian history. I love that this story shines a light on the largely unrecognised work girls and women contributed towards founding our nation — not to mention the hard physical work many women performed keeping farms running while the men were away for long periods of time. —Aussie Kids Books

In Jackie French’s inimitable style there is humour woven through the insights. Discussions of clothing expectations, social mores and survival threats and problems for people in poverty are revealed alongside the power struggles, race issues, gender issues and expectations of the time before Federation. — Read Plus, on Ming and Flo Fight for the Future
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