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12 October 1863
Canowindra, NSW

Lily paused halfway through the chapter she was reading to glance over at her mother. Her eyes were closed, and she seemed to be asleep. It was morning, nearly eight o’clock, but she’d had a restless night and must be tired. Plus, being read to always seemed to relax her.

Quietly, Lily got up from her chair and put the book on the bedside table, with the satin ribbon marking the spot where she’d stopped reading. She was about to tiptoe out of the hotel room when her mother spoke.

‘You read so well, my darling,’ she said, in French, the language she nearly always used with Lily.

Lily turned. Adelaide Jordan’s voice was still a bit croaky, but her eyes were open, and she was smiling. It was good to see that smile again, Lily thought. Her mother had been so sick, these last two days and nights.

‘Sorry, Mama, I thought you were asleep,’ said Lily, sitting down again. ‘Do you want me to keep reading?’

‘Not just now.’ Sitting up a little gingerly as Lily arranged the pillow behind her, she reached out an affectionate hand to her daughter. ‘But thank you, my darling. And oh, such a pleasure, that book – no matter how often I hear it.’

Lily nodded, glancing at the faded gold letters of the book’s title. The Three Musketeers, by Alexandre Dumas. It had been one of her mother’s favourite books when she was just a little older than Lily herself was now, at twelve. It was still her mother’s comfort read when she felt low, or ill, like now. Lily liked the book too, even if not quite as much as her own favourite, Oliver Twist.

This pocket edition of The Three Musketeers was in English, picked up in a bookshop in Sydney, because her mother’s much-loved childhood copy, in French, had vanished long since. Lily could have read that one aloud too. Her mother had made sure she could not only speak, but read and write in French, as much as in English. ‘It isn’t just half of your heritage,’ she’d said, firmly, when Lily had complained of having to do lessons in not just one, but two languages. ‘It will also be a great asset for you when you go away to school next year.’

Lily hated any reminder of that fateful day, drawing ever closer. Up till now, her parents had taken it in turns to teach her, or otherwise employed a tutor, when they were based in one town for more than a few weeks. She read, wrote and counted fluently, and her knowledge of geography and history were not too bad either. But her parents had been saving up so that their only child could go to a school for young ladies in Sydney, so now it had been decided. On her thirteenth birthday next year, the interesting and varied life Lily enjoyed with her parents, and the travelling theatre company they worked with, would end for her, and she’d be stuck in what she imagined would be the dull, well-mannered atmosphere of the school. In vain had she protested that she was doing perfectly well in her lessons, better in fact than most people – that she didn’t need to go to school. It made no difference. Her parents were determined.

‘We want to give you every chance,’ her father had said, ‘to be part of society, so you can choose what you want to do.’

‘And that won’t happen,’ her mother had added, ‘if you just stay with us and only see our kind of people and live our kind of life.’

‘But I love that life!’ Lily had shouted. ‘I think you just want to get rid of me.’ And she’d burst into tears.

That had been several months ago. Now, Lily still hated the idea as much as ever, but she’d learned to keep her feelings about it to herself. They didn’t want to get rid of her, she knew that – they’d been very hurt when she’d said it. They clearly thought this was the best for her.

But it wasn’t.

Lily knew she would be like a fish out of water in the school. She’d hate the restrictions and being obliged to stay in one place all the time. She didn’t want to be taught to be a ‘young lady’. She could just imagine the types of girls who would be there, looking down their noses at people like her. She would be miserable, counting down the days to when she could escape. Maybe she’d even run away …

But she wouldn’t say any of that to her parents. It would only make them upset. Just as it upset her.

‘Mama,’ Lily said, now, looking at her mother’s pale but still beautiful face, ‘do you ever wish you could be someone else?’

Her mother looked startled for a moment, then smiled again. ‘I am often someone else, my darling,’ she said, ‘at least, while I’m on the stage.’

Lily was about to explain how that wasn’t really what she meant, when just then, there was a knock at the door and her father came in. He was carrying a wooden tray, on which reposed a simple but delicious breakfast: thick slices of bread, a pat of butter, peach jam and a pot of tea with three cups.

Putting the tray down on the table, and pouring tea for them all, he said, ‘Billy Robinson told me the mail coach isn’t due here for another few days. But he might be able to find someone to take us later today or tomorrow to Carcoar, where there might be more frequent transport.’

Billy Robinson was the young man who owned and ran this hotel with his lively wife Rose. ‘If, of course, you’re better by then, my love,’ Stephen Jordan added, gently.

The Jordans had been in Canowindra two days now – since Lily’s mother had been taken ill on the overnight Canowindra stop. The other members of the theatre company had gone on to Forbes, where they were due to start a run of performances of Macbeth in just a few days. Lily’s parents had important roles in the play – though not Lord and Lady Macbeth, the main characters. They had good understudies, though, and if the worst came to the worst and they couldn’t get to Forbes in time for the opening, the understudies would cope till they could get there.

‘I’m certainly better than I was yesterday,’ said Adelaide, sipping at her tea and buttering some bread. Her English only had a slight trace of an accent. ‘My mind is clear again, and my throat no longer feels like it’s on fire. And no more shivers and aches. I’m sure I am quite on the mend.’

‘I’m so glad,’ Lily’s father said, ‘and the sooner we leave, the better, for if it keeps on raining, who knows when we’ll be able to get out?’ The Belabula River, on a bend of which Canowindra was situated, had a reputation of rising quickly and cutting off the village from the surrounding district.

As they spoke, Lily gazed out into the muddy street. The window shutters had been opened to let in the light and she could see up and down the road. Canowindra wasn’t exactly a large town. In fact, it was little more than a village. It had a general store just across the street, and a few other small businesses close by – a butcher’s, a blacksmith, and others, as well as the post office which doubled as a stop for the weekly mail coach from Carcoar. A little further back there was also a straggle of low-roofed wooden houses. A dog came wandering out from somewhere, not seeming to mind the drizzle as it nosed up the street, happily sniffing at everything. Lily suddenly felt sad, remembering her own dog, Millie, who had been run over by a carriage in Melbourne when they were there last year. Millie had been curious, like this dog. Too curious, because …

‘Watch out!’ she shouted, startling her parents.

‘Whatever’s the matter?’ her father said, crossly, coming over to the window in his turn.

‘I was just telling the dog to get out of the way of those men …’ Lily began, but her father wasn’t listening. He was staring out at the four horsemen trotting down the street towards the hotel.

‘My God,’ he said. ‘It can’t be …’

He turned to look at his wife and daughter, his expression a mix of shock and excitement. ‘Lily, stay here with your mother, and don’t open the door to anyone you don’t know.’

And without another word, he was off.
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‘What’s happening?’ said Lily’s mother, sharply.

‘Four men have arrived,’ Lily said, looking out the window. ‘They’re just putting their horses under shelter. They’ve come a fair way, by the look of them, they look quite wet.’

The men wore big felt hats, like those the Three Musketeers wore (only without a plume), and drops of rain dripped off the brims and off the riders’ grey wool ponchos.

‘And now,’ she added, ‘they’re heading inside here.’ She crossed over to the door, opened it a crack, and looked out. Her mother did not try to stop her.

Instead she said, ‘Can you see anything more?’

‘No. I can hear voices, but not what they’re saying.’ She looked back at her mother. ‘I’m going to go out – see if I can get closer.’

‘No,’ said her mother, firmly. ‘Stay here.’

‘But—’

‘But nothing. Shut the door.’ Adelaide gave her a distracted smile. ‘Read me a little more. It will calm us both.’

I am perfectly calm, Lily wanted to protest. I just want to know what’s going on. 

But all she said was, ‘Of course, Mama,’ and, sitting down again, she took up the book. She had read less than half a page, however, when there came a knock at the door.

Mother and daughter looked at each other.

The knock came again, and a voice said, ‘Mrs Jordan, can I come in?’

It was a voice they recognised: Mrs Rose Robinson, the publican’s wife.

‘Yes, of course,’ Adelaide called out, and the young woman came in. She looked flushed and a little dishevelled, as though she’d dressed in a hurry.

‘I’m sorry to disturb you, Mrs Jordan, Lily,’ Rose said, ‘but I thought you should know. Everything is perfectly safe …’ her voice had a little tremor in it when she said that, ‘but nobody can leave the hotel today, or till …’ she swallowed, and went on, ‘till further notice.’

Lily and her mother stared at her.

‘Whatever do you mean?’ asked Adelaide, sharply. ‘Has the river flooded?’

‘No,’ Rose said, ‘not yet, anyway. But … well, to cut a long story short, they’re back.’

Lily was beginning to have an inkling of what Mrs Robinson was talking about. She’d overheard something someone had said, at one of the coach stops. ‘It’s those bushrangers, isn’t it?’ she blurted out.

Rose nodded. ‘Gilbert and Hall and their mates. They were here two weeks ago.’ The story poured out of her as she continued, ‘My husband was away. I was here with my sister-in-law, Fanny. They stayed a night and a day that time. No one could leave. They locked our only policeman in his own cell. They took goods and cash from Mr Pierce’s store. They told us to put on food and drink for everyone. There was dancing. Singing. Fanny and I even played the piano.’ She rubbed distractedly at her hair. ‘They didn’t – didn’t harm anyone, not even Constable Sykes. And then – well, they just left. Now …’

‘They’re back,’ said Lily’s mother, flatly.

‘Yes. They’ve already locked up poor Constable Sykes. Again.’ She sighed. ‘We don’t know how long they’ll be here. But while they are here, no one can leave town. In fact, right now, everyone is being ordered into the hotel.’ She gestured towards the window. ‘As you can see.’

Sure enough, people were trickling up the street, chivvied along by a couple of the bushrangers. The Jordan family had of course heard of bushrangers but, despite several years of travel, had never actually encountered any of those notorious robbers of the road who held up coaches and relieved people of their cash and jewels.

Yet now, here were two – just a few yards away. One was tall and burly; the other small and stocky. They looked like smart young stockmen, not like the sinister figures of newspaper reports, though the smaller man wore a bit of a scowl on his face.

Rose said, ‘The tall one is Johnny Vane, the small one is Mickey Burke. They are what my husband calls foot soldiers.’

As she spoke, someone came out of the hotel, and watched as the villagers were ushered inside. Walking with a slight limp, and well-dressed in brown corduroy pants, a pale shirt with a pale blue ribbon tie and a waistcoat the same colour as his pants, the man had wavy light-brown hair, worn slightly long, and a neat beard that was fairer than his hair.

He was soon joined by another man, shorter, cleanshaven, and with a decidedly flashier way of dressing.

‘Those two,’ said Rose, pointing, ‘are Ben Hall’ – her thumb indicated the taller man – ‘and the other is the Canadian, Johnny Gilbert, who some call Happy Jack, because he likes a joke. They’re the leaders.’ She sighed. ‘Well, I suppose I had better warn our other guests. And get everything ready for a bigger lunch than we thought.’

‘You seem very calm,’ said Lily’s mother, her eyes shining. ‘I admire that very much.’

‘There is no point in making a fuss,’ said Rose. ‘It is what it is. The bushrangers do pretty much what they like.’

‘But the police …’ Adelaide began.

Rose shrugged. ‘They’ll not get within coo-ee of this lot. Not when they’ve locked up Constable Sykes, they’re getting everyone to stay in the hotel, and the weather’s bad. While the bushrangers are here, no one can get a message to the police in Cowra, and there’s no patrol nearby, clearly.’ She gave a grim smile. ‘We’re on our own.’

Lily’s mother drew herself up. ‘No, Mrs Robinson. You are not on your own. We will all do what we can to help you.’ She swung her legs out of the bed. ‘Lily, help me get dressed, please.’

Lily had never admired her mother so much as in that moment. ‘Of course, Mama,’ she said, hurrying to get her mother’s things where they’d been carefully folded on a shelf.

‘There’s no need,’ protested Rose Robinson, ‘you have not been well, Mrs Jordan, you should stay here and rest. Things could get rough and—’

‘We know all about things getting rough,’ said Adelaide, firmly. ‘It’s not always flowers and compliments, when you are in our profession. Travelling as much as we do, we are used to pitching in when unexpected things happen. With the hotel filling up with unexpected guests, I think pitching in is just what’s needed, so everyone stays calm and comfortable. Is that right?’

‘It is,’ agreed the other woman, her eyes fixed on Lily’s mother as if she was seeing her for the first time. ‘But—’

‘But it is time to get on,’ Adelaide interrupted her, lightly. ‘Now, then, we will meet you very soon in the dining room, Mrs Robinson, if that is agreeable to you.’

A smile warmed the other woman’s face. ‘It is indeed,’ she said. ‘And thank you so much.’


[image: ]

Left alone, Lily helped her mother with her clothes and after a moment said, ‘Mama, are you planning to outwit the bushrangers?’

Adelaide laughed softly. ‘No, Lily. I’m just planning to help Mrs Robinson cope with a hotel full of unexpected guests, in the best way I can. Get me the blue shawl too,’ she added, pointing to the soft bag that contained her other belongings.

Lily’s eyes widened, but she fetched the beautiful embroidered blue silk shawl and draped it over her mother’s shoulders. Her mother hardly ever wore it, as it was old and fragile, and had once belonged to her grandmother, Lily’s own great-grandmother.

Adelaide saw her surprised reaction. ‘The shawl makes me feel stronger,’ she said, quietly, ‘because it reminds me of dear Grandmaman, who was the bravest woman in the world.’

Lily nodded.

‘I could maybe sneak out and try to fetch help,’ she said, not really thinking her mother would agree but wanting to do something brave, like Grandmaman might have done.

Her mother just shook her head, smiling. ‘You are a darling child. Now help me with my hair.’ Her voice was affectionate, but Lily bristled.

I’m hardly a child, she thought, crossly, as she brushed and pinned up her mother’s beautiful hair. Lily had inherited the same dark brown waves, but hers weren’t smooth and well-behaved like her mother’s. Instead, hers always tried to escape from her plaits.

I’ll be thirteen in just four months’ time. Old enough to be sent alone to a horrible school! But clearly not old enough to be taken seriously.

Well, she was going to do her bit, somehow. Not by sneaking off to get help – she knew deep down that was too dangerous. But by doing something no one could object to. Surreptitiously, with one hand, she felt for the pocket concealed in the side seam of her dress.

Yes, the notebook and pencil were still safely there.

‘And now, let’s have a look at you,’ her mother said, interrupting Lily’s thoughts. She looked critically at her daughter. ‘Hmm. That dress …’

‘The other one’s not clean, Mama,’ Lily said quickly. Actually, it was just that her other dress did not have a pocket. ‘And this one is very comfortable.’

‘Very well,’ said her mother, ‘but let me fix up that plait of yours – it really is a little messy.’

Lily submitted to the pulling and scraping of her rebellious hair with only a small wince.

Arriving in the dining room, they found people seated around the big tables: local people including storekeepers from across the road, the butcher and the blacksmith, along with their families, as well as various other villagers, plus a few travellers who, like the Jordans, were now trapped there for the duration.

More unwary travellers would join them later, as the gang kept watch on the road and directed passing drays, carts and horsemen to the hotel. In time, the crowd would swell to many dozens; right now, it looked like a large family gathering (albeit, with the addition of some unwelcome members – the bushrangers themselves).

Only two of the bushrangers were in the room when Lily and her mother came in: Ben Hall and Johnny Vane. They weren’t seated at the tables like the other guests, but lounged watchfully against one wall, talking quietly to each other. With a little tremor, Lily glimpsed the butt of a pistol at each man’s waist – though they made no move to brandish them.

As she and her mother passed them to take their seats at the table next to a surprised, but pleased, Stephen Jordan, the man Hall happened to glance at Lily – and what she saw in those eyes was something altogether unexpected. It wasn’t the frightening glance of a bloodthirsty criminal, or even the darting gaze of his rather jumpy companion. There was something calm yet watchful in Ben Hall’s expression, and as he saw her gaze linger on him, he gave her an unexpected wink before turning away.

There wasn’t much chatter around the table at first. Everyone was a little too glum. But as the morning wore on and nothing much changed (except for a few more unwilling guests trickling in, and the bushrangers taking turns to watch inside and outside), people began to relax a little – helped along by the strong pots of tea with damper and butter that the Robinsons and their staff brought out on trays.

The storekeeper Mr Pierce said in a whisper that, unlike last time, the gang hadn’t helped themselves to anything from his shop so far, and one of the travellers, the driver of a dray, nodded and said that it was the same for him – none of his goods had been taken.

Billy Robinson then dropped into the conversation the surprising fact that Hall had assured them that all food and drinks supplied by the hotel would be paid for by the bushrangers themselves. And no one in the room had been asked to hand over cash or valuables, either. No one quite knew what this unexpected generosity meant, but at least for the moment it seemed they and their property were safe.

So, when Lily’s parents revealed that they were actors, this successfully diverted the conversation into much more pleasant avenues, as people asked questions and swapped stories of plays that they’d seen. Watching them, Lily felt proud of her parents. In the best way they knew how, they were helping to distract people, making them feel better – less anxious.

Unnoticed by the adults who continued to chatter away, Lily slipped her notebook and pencil out of her pocket, and began to scribble rapidly. Held Up by Bushrangers, she wrote as a title, and then, a play in three acts. Act 1 Scene 1. Setting: A bush hotel. Two men come in, holding pistols.

She looked at it, a little surprised. She’d actually intended to start a newspaper report. Instead, it seemed her pencil had decided she was writing a play.

‘What are you doing?’ hissed a sudden voice at her elbow. Startled, Lily turned to find a curly-haired little boy of about four or five, staring at her unashamedly out of round blue eyes.

Lily shrugged. ‘What does it look like? I’m writing.’

‘Are you writing to the police?’ the boy asked. Lily cast a rapid glance at the bushranger guards – Vane and Gilbert – just in case they were listening. But they weren’t.

‘Of course not,’ she hissed back.

‘Oh. Then what are you writing?’

‘A play,’ Lily said.

His eyes lit up. ‘I love plays! What is it about?’

Lily looked at him and whispered, ‘Bushrangers.’

The boy’s eyes grew wider still. He looked from Lily, to Gilbert and Vane, then back to her. ‘Like those ones?’ he said, a bit too loud.

‘Sshh,’ Lily said, casting a quick glance at the men again.

But they didn’t seem to have heard.

‘Maybe,’ she added.

‘Oh. Can you read it to me?’ the boy said, eagerly.

‘When I’ve finished it,’ said Lily, smiling this time. She was about to say more when the child’s mother – one of the travellers from the night before, who had introduced herself as Mrs Clarke, and had profusely admired Lily’s mother’s shawl earlier – leaned over to him.

‘Jack, are you bothering the young lady?’ said Mrs Clarke.

Young lady? Lily’s mind leapt in a dismayed instant to the dreaded future.

Without thinking, she said, ‘He’s not bothering me at all, Mrs Clarke, it’s quite all right, we were just talking.’

Lily knew at once she’d made a mistake. Now she’d be lumbered with the boy all night and not be able to write any more of her play. But it was too late to take her words back.

Mrs Clarke smiled rather wanly. ‘I am glad you two have made friends.’ And she turned back to the adults and their conversation, leaving Lily with an expectant child who now, she was sure, would not leave her side for a moment.
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She was quite right.

But even though normally Lily would have found his chatter annoying, she was surprised to realise that today she didn’t mind. In fact, she was glad there was something to distract her. Besides, the adults were all busy talking in low voices to each other, and though there were a couple of girls around fifteen or sixteen years old in the room, they certainly didn’t seem the least bit interested in talking to her.

It was irritating indeed, Lily thought, that at her age some people called you a young lady, while others regarded you as a child.

Presently, good smells started wafting in from the kitchen at the back of the hotel, and Lily realised she was really hungry. She was also tired of just sitting there, so when she saw her mother get up, she got up too, intending to follow.

But the bushranger Hall stopped her mother, saying something that Lily couldn’t hear. She saw her father half-rise from his seat, as if afraid something was going to happen, and fear rose in her too.

Then the bushranger simply nodded, smiled, and stepped aside to let Lily’s mother pass. Should I follow? Lily wondered, glancing questioningly over at her father, who shook his head. Moments later, her mother returned with the copy of The Three Musketeers.

She went straight to her daughter and handed it to her. ‘There, my darling,’ she said, her smile taking in Jack too. ‘Maybe this will help to pass the time.’

At that moment, there was a stir as a couple of serving girls came in and headed to the big sideboard near the table, taking out piles of plates (some china, some tin) and placing them on the table – along with cutlery, glasses and metal tankards.

They were followed by a pot boy who heaved big jugs of beer and lemon barley water onto the table, and then again by the returning serving girls who brought what looked like a veritable feast.

Lily’s mouth watered at the sight and smell. There were slices of corned beef with a pot of mustard, slabs of cheese, fresh-baked bread, a pile of sliced spiced carrots, a dish of steamed asparagus (the large vegetable garden at the back of the hotel clearly had some spring produce) and bottled peaches.

There were also slices of something which Mrs Clarke explained in a whisper was a ‘kangaroo steamer’, which apparently was a kind of meatloaf made from chopped kangaroo meat, minced pork, wine, herbs and spices – all steam-cooked in a jar over bubbling water in a pan and served cold. Apart from the kangaroo, Lily’s mother said it was unexpectedly rather similar to the terrines and pâtés of France. Quite delicious, actually, she decided, and Lily agreed. Mrs Clarke explained it was usually made a few days ahead of time, which meant that the steamer must have been made before the bushrangers arrived, and the Robinsons must have taken it from their stores, deciding it was the right time. Well! The bushrangers had told them that the gang would be paying for everything, and clearly the innkeepers had decided they shouldn’t stint on meals. And maybe, as Lily’s mother said, the Robinsons believed in her Papa’s saying, that ‘good food soothed the uneasy heart’.

Certainly, the arrival of the food made for a cheery atmosphere. Soon everyone, including the bushrangers, was tucking into the meal, and the buzz of conversation grew louder. Three of the bushrangers sat near the sideboard, surveying the room, even as they ate and drank and chatted amongst themselves, while the fourth, Vane, sat near the front door – balancing a full plate on his lap and keeping watch on the street outside.

Lily ate as heartily as everyone else did – aside from her mother, who just had a slice of kangaroo steamer and a bit of asparagus, and Jack, who would only eat cheese and bread. Although once everything was polished off and the tables were cleared, the little boy was quick to take a handful of boiled sweets that Mrs Robinson brought by in a tall jar.

‘I’m taking some for you too,’ he whispered to Lily, ‘in case we get hungry later.’ He looked up at her. ‘I love sweets, don’t you?’

‘Yes,’ Lily said, though in truth she preferred cakes to sweets. She wasn’t all that keen on fruit cakes – her father said that was the French in her, for her mother was the same – but she loved other types of cake, as well as gingerbread, and scones, and also lemon and peach puddings. There hadn’t been any cakes or biscuits on the lunch (or rather, as people called it in Australia: dinner) table here, but maybe there would be some at tea time. She rather hoped so.

Outside, the rain had stopped. The bushrangers drifted out of the room, leaving only Hall behind, his gaze distant, as if his mind was elsewhere. Other people, including Lily’s father and Jack’s mother, started getting up and going to the door, and Hall didn’t try to stop them. There was no need to; his comrades were outside anyway and no one would get far without being seen.

‘Lily, darling,’ said her mother, ‘maybe you could read a chapter now?’ She had moved to a rocking chair by the fire and looking at her, Lily felt a little twinge of anxiety. Her mother had seemed much better before, but she hadn’t eaten much and now she was pale again and looked very tired. She really ought to be in bed.

‘Of course, Mama,’ Lily said, ‘But …’ The only people left in the room now were herself, her mother and Jack – and of course Ben Hall. Making a sudden decision, she stood up and said, ‘Please, Mr Hall, my mother is unwell.’ Ignoring her mother’s frown, she hurried on, ‘May we go to our room, so she can rest properly?’

The bushranger’s calm blue gaze swept over the three of them. For a moment, he didn’t speak and Lily thought he was going to refuse. Then he gave a small smile and said, ‘Very well. But I will accompany you.’

Lily was about to say there was no need but her mother stopped her.

Adelaide Jordan said, quietly, ‘Of course, Mr Hall,’ and drawing the silk shawl around her, she signalled to Lily to take her arm, while Jack, looking solemn and wide-eyed, took the other.

In silence they walked out of the big room, with Ben Hall following close behind. When they stopped at the bedroom door, he stepped in front of them and opened it.

Then, ushering them in, as though this was his hotel, he said, ‘I hope you will feel better soon, ma’am, with your children around you.’

Adelaide Jordan glanced quickly at him. ‘Thank you, Mr Hall,’ she said.

He hesitated, his gaze lingering on Jack.

‘I have – I have a son about your boy’s age,’ he blurted out. ‘He is – far away … I miss him.’

‘I am sorry for that, Mr Hall,’ said Lily’s mother, gently. Lily looked quickly at Jack, who seemed, wonder of wonders, to be struck dumb. Whether that was because he couldn’t believe the bushranger had mistaken him for Lily’s brother, or because of nerves at being so close to the man, Lily wasn’t sure. From her short acquaintance with the boy though, Lily rather suspected it was the former.

‘I hope you will see him again soon,’ Lily’s mother added, and Hall looked at her with such a sad expression that Lily felt an unexpected lump in her throat.

‘Thank you,’ was all he said, very softly, before adding, in a different tone, ‘You do understand, ma’am, that none of you must try to leave the hotel?’

‘Oh, we understand,’ said Adelaide Jordan, ‘don’t we, children? And for the moment we will pass the time quite cheerfully here with Monsieur Dumas and his musketeers. Perhaps you know of their adventures, Mr Hall?’

Ben Hall gave another of those slight smiles. ‘I’m afraid I’m not much of a reader, ma’am,’ he said. Then he nodded to them and went out, closing the door behind him – the scent of the woodsmoke and fresh grass that clung to his clothes lingering in the air for a while after he left.
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‘He thought you were my family,’ said Jack, when they were left alone. He looked seriously at Lily and her mother. ‘But I don’t mind.’

‘Your Mama might, though,’ said Adelaide, smiling. ‘And your Papa.’

‘He’s away,’ Jack said. A shadow crossed his face. ‘He is often away. Mama says he has important business.’ He pronounced the last word as ‘busyness’, and Lily had a sudden image of Jack’s father going round and round importantly, saying, I’m busy, I’m busy!

‘I’m sure he is doing the best he can,’ her mother said gently, unlacing and taking off her boots before getting up on the bed. ‘I am sure he misses you very much.’

‘Like Mr Hall misses his son,’ Lily said, without thinking, then coloured as she saw her mother’s frown. ‘I didn’t mean to say that your father is a bushranger like him—’ she began, stammering, then broke off when her mother interrupted.

‘That’s enough, Lily.’ She patted the bed beside her and pulled a blanket up. ‘Now, sit down, both of you. It’s time for our story. But not The Three Musketeers. Let’s see …’ – she looked at Jack, then Lily – ‘Would you like to hear Sleeping Beauty? Or Red Riding Hood? Or Toads and Diamonds?’

They were all favourites of Lily’s. And her mother told them so well, with all the different voices – like a tiny stage show.

‘Not Sleeping Beauty,’ said Jack, at once. ‘That’s got kissing. I don’t like that! And I think Red Riding Hood is so silly. How could she think the wolf was her grandmother? I would never think that,’ he added, firmly.

‘So what?’ Lily scoffed. ‘It’s how the story is. You have to imagine it.’

‘Well, I think it’s silly,’ sniffed Jack. ‘And what was the other one?’

‘Toads and Diamonds,’ said Lily’s mother, smiling.

‘I’ve never heard of it. Does that have kissing in it or a wolf dressed up in Grandma’s clothes?’

‘No, of course it doesn’t,’ said Lily, scornfully. ‘It’s about two girls, one good, one bad, and a fairy puts a spell on them and—’

‘That sounds boring,’ declared Jack, cutting her off. ‘I want a story that’s got a giant in it.’

‘A giant?’ said Adelaide, her eyes twinkling. ‘All right. How about a Jack, too?’

He nodded vigorously, grinning. Lily rolled her eyes, but soon, as her mother began the story of Jack and the Beanstalk, she relaxed into it, seeing the scene as her mother spoke. Her mother always added extra details to suit the place they were in. So instead of being set in England, where the story really came from, she set it in the Australian bush, with Jack living in a little bush cottage with his mother.

Lily imagined being Jack, climbing up that huge beanstalk – it was magic, so it wouldn’t break, her mother assured an anxious Jack – then creeping into the giant’s house and stealing the golden goose. Lily remembered being chased by a goose once in the garden of a place where they were staying, and it was actually quite scary. It had run at her with its enormous wings outstretched, making that strange honking noise, and she’d thought it was going to try and eat her. She had been quite young then of course – maybe Jack’s age or even younger. But she still couldn’t imagine trying to tuck a huge goose under your arm and running off with it. Especially when you knew that if the giant caught you, then you might end up on his dinner menu, never mind the goose’s.

As her mother came towards the end of the story, with the story-Jack safely down the beanstalk and chopping it down so the giant couldn’t come after him (and real-Jack laughing at that), she suddenly thought that the goose didn’t in fact belong to story-Jack, but to the giant.

Jack had stolen it!

He was a thief, a kind of bushranger, really, wasn’t he? But the giant was a bad man. So, stealing from him was all right … Or was it? It was confusing to think about. Maybe she needed to think about it a bit more. Or maybe—

Her thoughts shattered as there came a loud, sharp noise from outside.

A shot! It sounded like a shot!

Racing to the window as her mother sat bolt upright and a startled Jack let out a yell, Lily saw that there was quite a crowd outside – mostly of men, but a few women too, and those teenage girls who’d ignored Lily.

A little way up the street, someone had set up a makeshift target practice, and three of the bushrangers were amusing themselves by competing to see who could best hit the target, while the crowd cheered and booed, depending on the result.

‘For heaven’s sake,’ Lily heard her mother murmur behind her in French, ‘it’s as if we’re ringside at the circus.’ Then she said, louder, in English, ‘Come on then, away from the window, and let’s have another story.’

But neither child seemed to make a move.

‘Now.’ She added, firmly.

Lily and Jack reluctantly tore themselves away.
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Halfway through the third story, Jack’s eyelids drooped and he fell asleep. It had started to rain steadily again and the target practice had been abandoned, so the street outside was quiet. Lily’s mother whispered to her to draw the curtains and now the room was dark and almost cosy.

But though her mother closed her own eyes, Lily didn’t at all feel like sleeping.

She wanted to know what was happening.

So, after waiting till she heard her mother’s regular breathing, she slipped very quietly out of the room and closed the door behind her. She didn’t head to the main room where most of the people were gathered, but instead to the back of the hotel, where the kitchens were situated.

It was a bustle of cheerful activity there – bread dough being kneaded, pots being stirred, and junior staff scurrying about, doing the bidding of the cook – a large woman with a loud, imperious voice. Nobody took any notice of Lily, who tucked herself into a corner and sat down. She would be quiet as a mouse and wouldn’t get in the way.

It was warm here and felt somehow private and safe. She took out her notebook and started again on her play, her pencil flying over the paper. Somehow, away from the main room where the actual bushrangers were, she found she could see them very clearly in her mind – at least as they were going to be in her play.

She wouldn’t call them by their real names, she decided, but something close to it. So Johnny Vane would be ‘Tommy Crane’ and Mickey Burke would be ‘Nicky Kirk’, and Ben Hall would be …

She chewed the pencil, thinking.

Len Small?

Ken Dall?

No, they didn’t sound right. Maybe she could give him a completely different name, one that didn’t—

A voice close to her ear made her start and look up. It was a girl a year or two older than herself, with a friendly freckled face under a rather untidy cap. She was carrying a bucket and a mop.

‘Are you all right, Miss?’ she repeated, clearly realising Lily hadn’t heard her the first time.

‘Oh. Yes. I’m fine.’ Lily stood up hurriedly, dropping her pencil in the process, and bending to pick it up, nearly bumping heads with the other girl. ‘Sorry. I’m in the way.’

The girl shrugged. ‘No. You just looked – I don’t know … worried. You were talking to yourself,’ she added, with a little twitch to her lips. ‘Something about Ben Hall.’

‘Oh.’ Lily blushed. She must have spoken aloud when she was trying to decide on those names. She knew she did that sometimes, when she was really absorbed in writing. ‘I – I was just thinking – about things.’

The girl glanced around to see if anyone was listening.

They weren’t. Everyone was too busy.

Quietly, the girl said, ‘You don’t need to be worried. He won’t hurt anyone. He isn’t a bad man.’ She lowered her voice still further. ‘My mam knows his sister. She lives in Carcoar. She told my mam what happened to him. Do you want to hear it?’

Lily nodded eagerly, but at that moment, the cook happened to glance over and saw them whispering.

‘Polly! That floor won’t clean itself!’ she called out, sharply.

‘Just on my way,’ said the girl, and she hurried off. But not before giving Lily a wink and hissing to her, ‘I’ll tell you later.’

‘When—’ Lily began, but Polly was off now, with her mop and bucket. Lily sat there a while longer, hoping the other girl would come back soon. But she didn’t. And Lily got tired of waiting, so after a moment, she got up and went out in her turn, back to the main room.

Hot tea had been brought in, as well as some rather delicious gingerbread, and the fire had been banked 
up, so the room was warm and cosy. Lily’s mother was up again, sitting with her father and Mrs Clarke, but Jack, it appeared, was still asleep.

‘Exhausted, poor child,’ said Lily’s mother, but Jack’s mother only sighed.

‘It will be impossible to get him to bed tonight at a decent hour.’ Mrs Clarke looked rather pale and exhausted herself.

‘Don’t know that there will be a decent hour tonight,’ said Lily’s father. He looked over at the bushrangers. ‘Unless those lads go.’

‘Ha! Looks more like they’ve settled in,’ said Lily’s mother. The bushrangers certainly looked comfortable – no longer sitting separately, they were mingling with some of the travellers, noisily taking part in a card game someone had started up. They looked for all the world like ordinary young bushmen, relaxing in the local inn, rather than desperate robbers who had held up a whole town.

But maybe they weren’t desperate, thought Lily. Maybe they were just enjoying being in the dry warmth, rather than out in the hills in their hideout – wherever that might be. A damp cave maybe, or a remote hut, or some other uncomfortable place.

They still hadn’t attempted to rob anyone. And Lily had overheard her father saying to her mother that they’d taken some food and drink to Constable Sykes, who still languished in his own lock-up. Clearly, they didn’t intend to hurt him, let alone anyone else.

But would that last?

She hoped so. As she glanced over at them under cover of the adults’ conversation, her eyes met Ben Hall’s, just for an instant, before he looked back to the game. She thought of what Polly had said.

He’s not a bad man …

But then, how had he ended up like this? Away from his home and family, in a gang, holding up strangers at gunpoint?

Maybe Polly would tell her … if Lily could slip away unnoticed.

At that moment, Johnny Gilbert got up from his seat and, after calling for silence, announced, ‘I’m pleased to inform you, ladies and gentlemen, that tonight, the Robinsons will be hosting a tea party ball – to which you are all most cordially invited.’

His Canadian accent seemed exaggerated as he swept off his hat and bowed, saying, ‘There will be music, there will be song, there will be laughter, and there will be more of the excellent Robinson fare too, I’m told.’

Cheers erupted then, and laughter, even if some of the unwilling guests looked less than delighted at this news, for it meant the bushrangers were clearly not going to leave any time soon – and therefore none of them could either.

But when a couple of townsmen dared to object, saying they had chickens to put in before dark, Gilbert shrugged, saying, ‘We’re not in the business of free meals for foxes! You can deal with your fowls. But then you have to be back. We’ll come after you if you don’t. And remember, your families are here too.’ He might have been smiling, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes, and suddenly he didn’t look like an ordinary young bushman any more, and the tension in the room was back.

It was broken by Ben Hall saying, calmly, ‘I’m sure there will be no trouble.’ To Gilbert, he said, ‘We’ll issue everyone who needs to do chores a one-hour ticket, and they will sign it, write their address and leave the ticket with us. All right?’

Gilbert looked at him and nodded, his smile more genuine now. ‘A capital idea, Ben.’ Turning to Mr Robinson, who was standing at the bar wearing an impassive expression, he went on, ‘Billy, some paper and ink, if you please.’

When the innkeeper had brought the necessary items, Gilbert tore the paper into several rough strips and wrote some words on them. Even by craning her neck, Lily couldn’t read what it said, but her father told them later it was something to the effect that the bearer of this paper was given leave of one hour only to attend to his or her duties. Then the strips were signed, and they were allowed to go, after a warning not to try any funny business.

The bushrangers didn’t allow people to leave together, but one by one, at intervals, and they were watched as they went up the street to their respective houses. They were all back well within the allotted hour. Because, after all, what else were they going to do, now their names and addresses were on those pieces of paper? Even if they didn’t have family in the inn, the bushrangers would know who they were if they tried any ‘funny business’.

And there was no doubt in anyone’s mind that there would certainly be trouble then.
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It was evening, and everyone was back in the inn, the shutters and doors tightly closed against the damp dark. The hotel was full of candlelight and music – the latter consisting of Mrs Robinson and her sister at the piano, while people stood around them, singing.

There was also, once again, a tasty spread for supper, though it wasn’t as lavish as at lunchtime. But there were more sweets, and handfuls of cigars for the men – these Gilbert himself flung on the tables, urging every man there to help himself.

‘As if they owned the place,’ whispered a dray driver to the Jordans, but he took a cigar nevertheless, carefully putting it away in his waistcoat pocket. Lily’s father didn’t take one – he didn’t like smoking.

When the food was finally demolished and the dancing began, Lily found an occasion to slip out and go in search of Polly. Not alone – Jack, who had woken out of sorts from his nap, had insisted on coming with her and there was little she could do about that without causing a big fuss.

They found Polly in the kitchen, sitting with the other servants having their own suppers of thick soup and toasted bread. The pot boy grinned when he saw them.

‘We’ll all be joining the party soon, no need to fetch us.’

‘Oh,’ Lily said, not knowing what to say to that.

But Jack stared at everyone, his eyes round, before declaring, ‘I can smell gingerbread. I like gingerbread. Especially the kind that smells so nice,’ and he looked hopefully at the cook.

That won her heart, of course.

Beaming, she said, ‘Bless you, my little lovey, I think I can find some gingerbread for you. Come on, let’s go to the pantry and see if we have a few crumbs left over.’

Jack happily went with her, which left Lily free to slide in next to Polly on the bench. There was a bit of silly teasing again from the other servants, about how Lily might also want crumbs from the table, but soon they lost interest and returned to their conversations.

‘It all sounds so jolly out there,’ Polly said, mopping up the last traces of soup with the last scrap of bread. ‘Cook says it’s like we’re in the middle of a jubilee.’

Lily nodded. A jubilee was a kind of festival, and certainly the atmosphere had been oddly festive.

‘It’s also like a holiday,’ she added.

Polly raised an eyebrow. ‘Well, maybe for some,’ she retorted.

Lily coloured, remembering that, of course, Polly and all the other staff here, including the Robinsons, still had to work.

When I’ll be Polly’s age, she thought, suddenly, I’ll be – well, if my parents have their way, I’ll be at school, learning German, or deportment, or whatever young ladies are supposed to learn – while Polly has to scrub floors.

Maybe there were worse things than being sent to school.

On the other hand, there weren’t just two possibilities, were there? And Polly didn’t look unhappy, anyway.

‘Of course,’ she said, hurriedly, ‘I didn’t mean—’

‘Don’t worry, I know what you mean,’ grinned Polly. ‘Everyone’s being fed and housed free of charge, and all they have to do is sit around and play cards. Well, we still have to work,’ she added, ‘but the boys have said that they’ll pay for all our food too, it won’t be taken from our wages. So we will have extra in our pockets.’

By ‘the boys’ Lily supposed Polly meant the bushrangers.

‘You’ve seen them before, haven’t you?’ she said. ‘We heard they had come here once before.’

‘Yes. A few weeks ago. And in between,’ Polly said, eagerly, ‘do you know what they did?’

Lily shook her head.

‘They went calm as you please into Bathurst – nobody thought they would dare, because there’s so many police there – and they held up some shops and tried to steal a racehorse. The police went after them, but they got away.’ Polly’s eyes were shining. ‘They always get away! The police just can’t seem to catch them!’

From her tone, it was pretty clear whose side she was on, and that was even clearer when she added, scornfully, ‘And no wonder, when the traps are led by Blind Freddy!’

Lily knew ‘traps’ was a slang word for policemen, but she’d never heard of ‘Blind Freddy’. Polly saw her expression and correctly guessed what it meant.

‘It’s what we call the toff who’s in charge of the police hereabouts, Sir Frederick Pottinger,’ she said his name slowly and scornfully, ‘we call him that because he can never seem to find them, even when they’re in plain sight. And he’s obsessed with catching the boys. Especially Ben. He’s got a real set against him; my mam and da say it’s that man turned Ben into a bushranger – as sure as eggs is eggs!’ Her eyes were flashing now.

Lily was astonished and intrigued. ‘How did he do that?’ she asked.

‘He drummed up a charge against him, said Ben had been stealing, when he never had. Ben was a respectable farmer. My da says, he had a big spread, he worked with his friend on it, and everyone in the district liked him. Sure, and Ben’s da hadn’t been a good man, but he had gone back to where he came from in New England somewhere and Ben stayed on to work and then got the farm and got married and had a little boy. And everything was fine, until he came across Sir Fred!’

Lily could hardly follow the flow of words. She itched to pull her notebook out of her pocket and write down what Polly was saying, but she wasn’t sure if the other girl would like it.

So instead she said, ‘Mr Hall – er, Ben – he was a farmer? What happened to his farm?’

‘Somebody else has it now! After he was wrongly accused and arrested by that man, he was put in prison, but when he was tried and found not guilty and they had to let him go, he found that his wife had run away with a no-good cheat of a fellow and taken their little boy with her and Ben didn’t know where they were!’

Lily remembered the look in Ben Hall’s eyes and suddenly felt very sorry for him. ‘That’s terrible,’ she began to say.

But Polly hadn’t finished.

‘Also, his cattle had died, or wandered off, and his friend had been harassed too and Ben couldn’t find 
his family and then that Sir Fred had him arrested again for some other reason and this time after that the traps burnt his place down—’

Lily gasped. ‘They can do that?’

‘They can do anything they like,’ said Polly, grimly. ‘My da and mam say some of them are no better than the bushrangers they chase, and some a good deal worse. Even that Blind Freddy, you know, he was a brawler and a gambler back in England, his own family disowned him and that’s why he came to Australia. So he’s a fine one to be in charge of law and order!’ She paused. ‘Well, after what Fred and his traps did, Ben decided he had nothing left to lose, but to take to the road with the boys from Gardiner’s old gang.’

‘Gardiner?’ echoed Lily.

Polly gave her a disbelieving look. ‘You haven’t heard of Frank Gardiner? The big gold escort robbery? Greatest in history,’ she added, sounding almost proud. ‘And it happened not far from here.’

Lily could have kicked herself.

‘Of course! I just didn’t remember his name.’

The very bold robbery of gold, worth almost fourteen thousand pounds, had been in the papers for weeks. It had happened in June, the previous year. A man named Frank Gardiner, who had a butchery in the Lambing Flat goldfields, had been successfully moonlighting as a bushranger, and he and his men had pulled off the robbery despite the coach carrying the gold having a full police escort.

‘And I didn’t realise it had happened near here,’ Lily added for good measure.

‘Well, on the road to Forbes, anyway. Near Eugowra, at a spot where there’s a big pile of tall rocks near a creek. The coach road ran by the rocks, so they blocked the road with a bullock dray and lay in ambush in the rocks. It was very cleverly done,’ said Polly, rather breathlessly. ‘Anyway, they got away with the gold—’

‘But later the police did find some of it,’ broke in Lily, remembering now. ‘And they caught some of the men.’

‘Yes, but not Frank Gardiner! And Sir Fred got it into his head that Ben had been involved and he had him arrested again, just because he couldn’t find Gardiner, I suppose,’ she added, scornfully, ‘that Blind Freddy!’

Lily’s pulse raced. This really was an amazing story. She would definitely have to put it into her play. ‘Where’s the rest of the gold, the part the police didn’t find?’

‘How should I know?’ said Polly, shrugging. ‘The boys know of course but they are hardly going to tell. And Gardiner’s skipped off somewhere and lying low so I’m sure he won’t tell, either.’

Maybe that explained the bushrangers’ generosity, Lily thought. Maybe they were paying for all this ‘jubilee’ with the escort gold they had hidden away somewhere.

‘Have you met Sir Fred?’ she asked.

Polly snorted. ‘I don’t need to, to know he’s a bully and a bumbler and a nasty piece of work.’ She paused then went on, ‘I hear he is a good horseman. He knows his horses. But that’s the only thing you can say in his favour. He has wronged Ben Hall, who is a brave man. Bold Ben Hall, we call him!’

Lily was about to ask more questions, when at that moment, Cook came back, Jack in tow.

‘I think, Miss, that you had better take this little man back to his Ma, he’s eaten quite enough,’ she said, with a sharp glance at the two girls, as if guessing what they’d been talking about.
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Lily lay wide awake in the dark, a couple of blankets the only things between her and the hard floor. She could hear the snuffling sounds Jack made in his sleep, and the soft breathing of his mother and her own mother.

Because the hotel was full of people, sleeping arrangements had to be reshuffled so everyone could find a place to lay their heads. It had been decided, for privacy reasons, that women and children would be given the guest rooms, but as there were only three of those, people had to double up in them. So the room that Lily and her parents had occupied was now shared with the Clarkes, while the four other women and the teenage girls had to share the other two rooms.

Meanwhile, all the men, including Lily’s father, slept in the big main room, where the tables had been pushed aside to make space, and blankets and swags put down for them. As for the bushrangers, Lily supposed they would take it in turns to sleep. If anyone slept at all. At least it would be warm in there, the fire kept burning by whoever was on watch. Lily wondered if Mr and Mrs Robinson were sleeping, or if they were awake like her. It must not be easy for them, trying to keep everyone calm and well-fed, not knowing how long the bushrangers were going to stay, and how long they’d have to house all these unexpected guests.

She heard a small sound and sat up. Just across from her, in his nest of blankets, Jack was sitting up, his small face a pale blur in the darkness of the room.

‘What’s the matter?’ she whispered.

‘I feel sick,’ he moaned, clutching his stomach.

‘You’ve just eaten too much,’ Lily said. ‘Lie down. It will go away.’

‘No. I’m going to be sick!’ the boy repeated. ‘I want some barley water. Mama says that’s good for upset stomachs,’ he added, hopefully.

Lily didn’t want to wake her mother, who needed rest if she was to recover her full health. And she was also unwilling to wake up Mrs Clarke, who had seemed very tired.

‘You better come with me,’ she said. Then, reluctantly shepherding the little boy out of the room and down the corridor, she headed to the kitchen, hoping to find one of the Robinsons awake, or the cook, or Polly, or anyone who might help.

But the kitchen was quiet and dim, and there was nobody about.

She peered into the pantry, trying to see if there was any barley water left. ‘Do you think there might still be some gingerbread, or sweets?’ Jack asked behind her, his voice sounding perkier than before.

The little rascal … had he just pretended to be ill?

Lily snapped, ‘I thought you wanted barley water because you were feeling sick?’

‘I feel better now,’ Jack said, giving her a winning smile. ‘Let me look at—’

He broke off as a figure suddenly appeared in the doorway.

‘What do we have here?’ said a sharp voice, making Lily jump.

It was Ben Hall!

Lily drew Jack to her and stammered, ‘It’s just us, Mr Hall. Me and Jack.’

The bushranger lifted the lantern he was holding, illuminating the children before him.

‘Ah. A raiding party, is it?’ His voice had softened. ‘Better take care that cook doesn’t catch you, then!’

‘We’re not—’ Lily began, then thought better of it. ‘Well, Jack does love that gingerbread,’ she said, quickly, ‘don’t you, Jack?’

He nodded, solemnly, staring up at Ben Hall, but said nothing, seemingly overawed. The bushranger reached down a hand and ruffled the boy’s hair.

‘Of course you do,’ he said.

Lily saw his expression was very gentle, with that touch of sadness she’d seen before.

‘It’s very good gingerbread. All little boys must love it. And big boys too,’ the bushranger added, with a sudden, crooked grin.

‘And not just boys,’ said Lily, indignantly, the words coming out of their own accord before she could bite them back.

But Ben Hall just gave a low chuckle.

‘Of course not, Miss.’ Then he added, in a different tone, ‘But this is not the time to be looking for cake. It is the time for sleep. Tomorrow will be another busy day.’

Lily looked quickly at him but didn’t dare to ask the question burning on her lips …

How long will you be staying here?

Instead, she nodded, murmured a reply to the bushranger’s, ‘Good night,’ and, taking Jack’s hand, led the reluctant boy out of the kitchen. She could feel 
Ben Hall looking after them as they went down the corridor.

Back in their room, she ordered Jack to go to his blanket nest and stay there.

And amazingly, he went without a murmur.

Everyone was as they had left them, both their mothers were asleep still, and in a short while Lily could tell that Jack, all talk of illness forgotten, had drifted back to sleep as well.

But she stayed awake for a little while longer, thinking. Remembering the polite way Ben Hall had spoken to her mother. How he’d calmed things when his mate Gilbert had started to look threatening. His kindness when he’d caught Lily and Jack in the kitchen.

He doesn’t seem like a bad man, she thought.

So was Polly right when she said that ‘Sir Fred’, or ‘Blind Freddy’ had turned him into a bushranger? Was that possible?

Lily didn’t know. But her mind couldn’t stop turning the questions over, until at last she fell asleep.
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The next day passed in very much the same way as the first, with the addition of more unexpected guests being ushered into the hotel, as gang members stationed at the entrances to the town escorted all travellers and carters unknowingly coming into the settlement. By the end of the day, there were at least a dozen bullock and horse drays with their loads drawn up in the street, as well as a couple of light vehicles. The stables were full of horses that had to be fed and groomed and the main room of the hotel was full of people who had to be fed and kept as happy as possible in the circumstances. It was noisy and crowded but the food and drink kept coming, with fresh supplies brought in from the Pierces’ store and the butchery.

Lily’s father estimated that there were at least forty to fifty ‘guests’ packed into the hotel, not including the Robinsons, their staff, and the bushrangers.

‘We might as well be at a country house party,’ he said, giving a rueful smile.

‘Only it’s a party we aren’t allowed to leave,’ Lily’s mother added, quietly.

Still, despite their words, and the fact that every day that passed meant more delay before they could get to Forbes and resume their work, Lily knew they weren’t altogether unhappy. Her mother was much better, almost back to normal, and Lily could tell by her parents’ expressions that they were taking everything in, observing the scene carefully. Actors often did that, watching how people walked, talked, behaved, all the better to create characters who felt real, even in the midst of unusual situations. And this was truly a very unusual one!

She hadn’t told them about writing her play. She wanted it to be a surprise. She would show them when she’d finished. Mind you, she hadn’t had a lot of time to write much. However, what she had written was going well so far.

In her play, there were five bushrangers, not four, and one was a lady bushranger who was the leader’s wife and was as daring as he was. There was also an apprentice, who was Lily’s own age and was an orphan. The lady bushranger had saved this orphan boy from starvation on the street, so the apprentice was very loyal to her and her husband. So far in her play they had all been hiding in the bush but were about to come out and hold up a hotel like this one – or maybe a theatre – she wasn’t sure yet.

Imagine if they interrupted ‘the Scottish play’ (as her parents called Macbeth), that could be really exciting! Yes, a good idea, she thought, as she played yet another game of ‘Snap’ with Jack.

Outside, the rain, which had dwindled during the day, started again. But the tension that had been in the hotel the previous day had settled into a calmer atmosphere. Most people had got used to the situation they were in, and that helped to settle newcomers too. And the bushrangers themselves were quite relaxed. It was clear they did not expect to be disturbed, and certainly there had been no sign whatsoever that the authorities knew anything about what was happening in Canowindra.

The unusual generosity of the bushrangers had continued: not one of the drays had been relieved of any part of their loads, not one traveller had been deprived of even one coin, and all sustenance for the hotel’s growing guest list had continued to be paid for.

That afternoon, after lunch, Lily again went to the kitchen with Jack. They found Polly in the scullery, scrubbing at a stained tablecloth. She smiled broadly as they came towards her.

‘Come to help, have yer?’ Then, seeing Lily’s expression, she added, ‘Don’t panic, I don’t expect you to. I have almost finished anyway.’

She put down the brush, poured some water from a bucket over the cloth and wrung it out, then carried it out to where a line was stretched under a verandah.

‘Who knows when it’ll dry,’ she observed, offhandedly, as she pegged it up, ‘but when Rosie Robinson wants something done, you do it. She likes to keep a good house.’

‘And she does,’ Lily said, trying to sound as grown-up as Polly, ‘but it must not be easy for her, or for Mr Robinson. I mean, with so many people here.’

‘Oh, they don’t love the boys being here, of course,’ Polly said, shrugging, ‘and it’s a lot more work for everyone, but on the other hand, the boys are paying for everything, and with the amount of people here, that means more money than usual for the hotel.’ She grinned. ‘So it’s not all bad, see?’

‘Yes, I see,’ Lily said, a little absently. She’d just had an idea for her play. If she did set it in a theatre, what if the bushrangers had bought up all the tickets for opening night and made all the town come to watch it, with champagne and ginger beer for everyone as well?

‘So,’ Polly said, ‘you still stuck with that boy?’

Lily nodded, watching Jack who had wandered into the stable yard beyond the verandah. The yard was wet but the rain had stopped for a while and they could hear the snuffling sounds of horses settling in for the night. ‘He’s all right, though,’ she said. ‘Except when he wants to win at “Snap”.’

‘My brothers are like that, too,’ Polly said. ‘Bad losers, all boys are, I reckon!’

‘So do I,’ Lily agreed. They exchanged a rueful smile, then Polly said quietly, her eyes on Jack, ‘Poor little mite.’

‘Oh, he’s fine,’ Lily said, a little puzzled. ‘Just a bit tired, it’s nearly his bedtime.’ Remembering what Jack had said yesterday, she added, ‘And maybe missing his father, too.’

Polly leaned in closer to her. ‘Well, that’s no wonder. His da’s done a bunk.’

Lily stared at her. ‘What?’

‘He’s run off. Taken off,’ Polly said. ‘Left them in the lurch.’

‘No.’ Lily stared at her. ‘Where did you hear that?’

‘One of the serving girls here, she comes from near where the Clarkes live. She knows the family.’

‘But Jack said he was away on business,’ Lily protested.

‘Business!’ Polly snorted. ‘I suppose you could say that! Word is, old man Clarke’s a gambler and lost everything – except a pile of debts. That’s why he’s done a bunk.’

Lily was indignant. ‘That’s awful, what a coward! What about his family?’

‘Clearly, that’s not his worry,’ Polly said, grimly.

‘But, poor Jack! And poor Mrs Clarke! Where will they go?’

‘Mrs Clarke’s parents live in Bathurst,’ said Polly. ‘I suppose that’s where they’re headed. At least they’ll have a roof over their heads.’

‘Yes,’ Lily sighed. The two girls looked over at the little boy, who was still happily pottering around the yard. He did not seem to be troubled, Lily thought. Maybe he was too young to understand.

But poor Mrs Clarke! No wonder she looked pale and exhausted. No wonder she was more than willing to let Jack go off with Lily all the time. Things must be very hard for her.

Lily wondered if her parents knew about it.

Should she tell them? If, or rather, when the bushrangers left and everyone was free to continue on their interrupted journeys, the Clarkes and the Jordans would be going in opposite directions – one family to Bathurst, the other to Forbes. So it wouldn’t help, if her parents knew about the situation. And if Mrs Clarke hadn’t told her parents, well, Lily could hardly stick her nose in, could she? Maybe Mrs Clarke wanted to pretend it hadn’t happened. She hadn’t seemed anxious to get on with their journey to Bathurst. Maybe being stuck here in Canowindra, amongst strangers, gave her a strange kind of breathing space before she had to face the next part of her life.

But how could Jack’s father just go like that – leaving his family in the lurch?

She thought suddenly of what Polly had told her – about Ben Hall’s family, and how, when he was in prison, his wife had gone off with someone else and taken their son with her.

He hadn’t left them willingly, like Jack’s father. And he pined for his little boy, she knew that for sure. But Jack’s father, Mr Clarke – well, he must not care about his own child. Or his wife.

Her brow creased in anger.

He was a much worse man than Mr Hall.
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Lily woke in the middle of the night. She’d had a bad dream and it had jerked her awake.

She lay there for a moment, her heart thumping, trying to get rid of the images from the dream.

It was very dark in the room, but not altogether quiet, for she could hear the sleep-snuffles and snores of the other people in the room. Because of the extra travellers who had arrived yesterday, it wasn’t just herself, Jack and their mothers in the room, but also two other women – one of whom had a young baby. They were all fast asleep right now, though the baby had fretted and cried for quite a while earlier in the night.

Suddenly, she saw a flicker of light under the door, and heard the murmur of low voices. Her heart thumped.

Maybe someone was planning to escape?

Or was it the bushrangers, planning to leave? Or had the police managed to somehow get in?

She sat up, very cautiously, and crept towards the door. Pressing her ear to it, she could still only make out a few words – no full sentences. But though they spoke softly, she recognised the voices.

It was Ben Hall and Johnny Gilbert, and they appeared to be arguing in hushed, angry whispers.

She strained to hear but they must have moved away because their voices grew fainter and the light flickered away with them. She thought about opening the door and looking out, but didn’t quite dare to. Instead, she padded back to her nest of blankets and lay down, her mind whirling.

The two men did seem to be a bit at odds sometimes, she thought. Her father had observed yesterday that the two men were like lead actors in a theatre company who were forced to get along but sometimes sparks flew between them. And if they fought too much or couldn’t get along, then it made things very difficult for the company to operate.

Her mother had laughed at that and said being a bushranger was a mite more dangerous than being an actor and her father had laughed in his turn, then said he wasn’t too sure about that – do you remember so-and-so back in England who had wanted to fight a duel with such-and-such because they’d ruined their opening lines? And Mama had snorted and said, yes, but they wanted to fight with the stage swords – wooden things, honestly!

Thinking of that now, Lily couldn’t help smiling, and her mind turned back to her play, thinking up new scenes to it, sure she was never going to go back to sleep now …
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The next thing she knew, she was waking in full daylight.

The room was empty, everyone else was up. Getting quickly dressed, Lily hurried out of the room in search of her parents. They were in the crowded main room, having breakfast with Mrs Clarke and Jack, and smiled at her as she came in.

‘Little Miss Lie-A-Bed,’ said her father, affectionately ruffling her hair, ‘you certainly slept well.’

Lily smiled vaguely, not wanting to tell them she’d been awake in the middle of the night.

‘I was tired,’ she said, sitting next to her mother, who put an arm around her.

‘We are all a bit tired,’ Adelaide said, with a sigh and a quick glance at the oblivious bushrangers.

Mrs Clarke said, fretfully, ‘And no wonder, with that baby keeping us awake half the night. I’m sure I never slept a wink.’

Lily looked at her in surprise. She had been fast asleep when Lily had been awake in the night. But she said nothing, of course. That would have been rude. And if there was something that her otherwise easygoing parents hated, it was rudeness.

‘Poor little mite,’ her mother said, softly, ‘he is obviously quite unsettled.’ For a moment Lily, remembering her conversation with Polly yesterday, thought her mother meant Jack. But he didn’t look at all unsettled right now; instead he was busy stuffing bread into his mouth.

‘Hmm,’ said an old lady called Mrs Doughty scornfully, ‘no wonder he is unsettled! Taking such a young child on the road is never a good idea.’

 Lily saw Mrs Clarke flush at these words. Maybe she thought the woman was reproving her as well as the baby’s mother. But she said nothing.

It was Lily’s mother who said, ‘Sometimes there is no choice,’ and she changed the topic of conversation.

Lily wondered if maybe Mrs Clarke had told her mother or whether she had just guessed. Whatever it was, Mrs Clarke did not seem grateful, for she turned towards Jack, telling him to mind his manners and stop eating in that disgusting way, or he would shame her in front of his grandparents. Her voice was odd as she spoke, high and sharp, and everyone looked a bit surprised, except for Jack who just kept munching on.

‘We’re going on a visit to my parents in Bathurst,’ Mrs Clarke added, still in that odd high voice, ‘and they have high standards.’

Mrs Doughty nodded approvingly.

‘High standards, that’s what’s lacking today,’ she said. She tilted her head slightly towards the bushrangers. ‘Those young men were clearly not brought up by parents with high standards.’

Lily heard a choked sound at that and realised it was her father, trying to stop himself from laughing. His wife shot him a warning look, but Lily could see the amusement in her face too. Once again, she carefully switched the conversation to something else, and under cover of the adults’ talk, Lily turned to Jack.

‘Shall we go and find Polly?’ she whispered.

He nodded, and they left the table unnoticed. But Polly was too busy to spend time with them, so instead they went to look at the horses in the stables, dodging the drizzle, and then back inside to play a game of ‘Snap’.

By that time, Mrs Clarke seemed to have quite forgotten about her earlier outburst.

Soon it was lunch time and there was another big spread, and the afternoon looked like it would be just like those before it. Only it wasn’t.

Because just after lunch, a group of three men came to the bushrangers, pleading urgent business due to the river ‘running a banker’ as they called it, and very surprisingly, the bushrangers gave them permission to mount their horses and head home. Of course, that made a hubbub break out, as everyone pleaded urgent business.

It was Ben Hall who held up a hand for silence and said, ‘You’ll all be off as soon as we are, never fear.’

Then Gilbert had cut in, saying, jovially, ‘Well, hasn’t it been a great party! One to remember, I’m sure you’ll agree!’

‘Hey, Billy,’ added Ben Hall, grinning, turning to the hotelkeeper, ‘give us a final round to toast us all!’

That roused a cheer from most of the people there, whether from relief or fellowship, it was hard to tell. The toast was drunk, in beer or barley water, and shortly after the bushrangers themselves mounted their horses and, tipping their hats to the ladies, rode away as suddenly as they’d first arrived.

Nobody was sure if they’d gone for good, but the noise in the hotel was deafening as everyone tried to speak at once. Was it safe to leave now, or would they be herded back into the town if the bushrangers were waiting in ambush? They hadn’t been robbed of any of their goods during the strange ‘jubilee’ to which they’d all been present as reluctant guests.

But were the bushrangers just toying with them? Would they be held up and robbed if they tried to get away?

It was possible, of course. But the rivers and creeks were still rising and soon it would be impossible to leave the town at all, so the risk had to be taken.

As time went by, first one by one, then in more of a crowd, people started hurrying away, and arrangements were swiftly made for those who didn’t have their own transport.

Lily and her parents would be given a lift to the next staging post and from there they would get the mail coach. Mrs Doughty had taken Mrs Clarke and Jack under her wing, and they would be travelling with her to Bathurst. Meanwhile, Billy Robinson was scrawling a note to the police, which he would put in a bottle and throw into the river in the hope it would reach the mail coach on the other side.

That message in a bottle would, amazingly, eventually reach police headquarters, where Sir Frederick Pottinger would read the news with astonishment and dismay and immediately get some men together to set off in search of the gang.

But it would be too late.

By then, the men would have vanished into thin air.

Although Lily wouldn’t know all that till much later. Right now, she was heading with Jack to the kitchen to say goodbye to Polly. Would they ever see each other again after this? It was not very likely, because after the performances of Macbeth in Forbes, which would last three or four weeks, they’d be going on to the next town, and the next theatre.

‘But you never know,’ Polly said, ‘I have a cousin in Forbes, his name’s Sam. He’s a bit annoying, of course, being a boy,’ she added, grinning at an oblivious Jack, ‘but he’s not too bad, I suppose. So I might go visit him one of these days, while you’re there.’

And Lily really hoped she would.

Maybe by then she’d have her play finished. Maybe she could read it to Polly, see what she thought.

But right now, Polly was making Jack’s day by handing him a nice warm piece of gingerbread.

Eyes like saucers, he flung himself at her, hugging her, and then looking up at Lily, shouted, ‘I love gingerbread! I really love gingerbread!’ making the girls laugh and clap their hands.
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16 October 1863 
Forbes

Sam loved it when the Cobb and Co mail coach came in. Even before the bell announcing its arrival sounded, you could hear in the distance, faintly, the thunder of the horses’ hooves and the creaks and groans of the big wheels. And then, finally, along came the huge vehicle, careering down the street, throwing up dust and pebbles, and coming to a perfect halt outside the coach stop.

He’d always loved coaches, but the Cobb and Co ones were the best. They were only fairly new to this part of New South Wales, but already they’d built a big reputation, as they had earlier in Victoria. Now they even had a coach-building factory in Bathurst and operated dozens of routes. Sam had read all about it … Originally from America, the founders of Cobb and Co had operated in the Californian goldfields before moving to Australia and opening a business here – first of all importing American-built coaches, with their clever suspension and big wheels – then building ones in Australia. They always had the best horses too.

But it wasn’t just the quality of the horses and the coaches, it was also the amazing skill of the drivers.

At first, the company had not only imported American coaches, but American drivers as well, until eventually they started training them in Australia. And now they operated dozens of routes and employed lots of drivers, grooms, coach builders and maintainers, and many more.

Cobb and Co had revolutionised coach travel in Australia, cutting travel times in half – yet always ensuring the welfare of their passengers, drivers and horses.

It never failed to thrill Sam, seeing how the drivers handled the string of six spirited horses and the enormous vehicle with such ease along the difficult roads. His dream was to become a Cobb and Co driver himself. He wasn’t the only one with such dreams, he knew. It was a sought-after position – for not only was it well-paid, but you were treated well and had the respect of everyone.

Of course, at fourteen he was a bit too young to even be considered as a trainee, but he was working towards it. He already knew a lot about horses – he’d been a stable boy before rising to junior groom, as he was now. He’d started paid work when he was twelve and a half, but had been a good rider well before that, helping his father and older brothers to muster cattle. He’d also had a spell in the police stables and had even looked after Sir Frederick Pottinger’s favourite horse a couple of times. And though Sir Frederick wasn’t all that popular (even with his police colleagues) and Sam could see that he was a bit of a boaster – he still admired Pottinger greatly for his dashing horsemanship. Besides, he’d been kind to Sam, even mentioning him to the manager of the coach stop stables, who was looking for another groom. Sam would always be grateful to him for that, no matter what people – including his own family (his cousin Polly, for instance) – said about the man.

But then, they didn’t really know him. They just went by what they’d heard. And chasing bushrangers was no easy task – especially bold, clever ones like Gilbert and Hall.

Sam had been working at the coach stop stables now for several months. He liked the work. And he got on well with everyone – even his boss, the tetchy head groom, who took issue with some of the other boys’ work habits. Sam, however, was a shining example. He was always punctual, quick and never shirked a job. And he was always there when the coach arrived, always there to help unharness and rub down the tired horses. He watched and observed everything minutely, so that when the time came, when he was old enough to consider applying to be a trainee driver, he would know how things worked.

And today, as the coach drew in and the mail was unloaded and the passengers alighted, Sam noticed a buzz of excited conversation in the milling group. As he busied himself unharnessing the horses, he overheard snatches of talk, such as ‘hold up’ and ‘bushrangers’, and assumed, quite naturally, that meant the coach had been held up by bushrangers somewhere. But it wasn’t until later, when he managed to question Mr Gregson, the booking clerk, that he learned what really happened.

It appeared that some of the passengers in the coach had been held up for three days in the Canowindra Hotel. Everyone had been released by now, and there had been no casualties or anyone hurt. But as he listened to the clerk telling the story, Sam couldn’t help feeling a shiver of astonished excitement. It was almost unbelievable what had happened! Sure, these bushrangers had always been brazen, but this really passed all bounds!

‘Didn’t any of the men there try to stop them?’ he asked, interrupting. ‘How could they hold so many people and no one even try to—’

Gregson snorted. ‘When someone is bristling with guns, lad, you don’t play the hero – and when there’s four of them – you certainly don’t put everyone else’s life on the line – as well as your own! Remember, there were women and children there too. Fronting up to bushrangers ain’t a good idea then, you can get innocents killed.’

‘I suppose so,’ said Sam, reluctantly, ‘but—’

‘Life ain’t a storybook, Sam Turner,’ said the clerk, sharply, ‘and besides, what’s sure is that those cocky bushrangers had a mighty fine time of it, quite unbothered by police. Hopeless, that lot are!’

Sam wanted to say that wasn’t fair. That after all, nobody had any way of knowing what had happened until now. But he knew that Gregson – despite having a soft spot for Sam – didn’t like being contradicted by anyone. So instead he said, ‘So the bushrangers really didn’t rob anyone?’

‘That’s what the people said. Three of them are theatre folk – or at least the parents are. There was a daughter too – younger than you, lad. Well, anyway, they says nobody was in any way harmed or robbed, but the bushrangers had the run of the town for three days and there was not a smell or sight of the bloomin’ police. Shameful!’ He tapped a newspaper next to him on the desk and said, ‘Look at this, it’s a news feature they call the Bushrangers’ Weekly, reporting the latest exploits of the gentlemen of the road. Well, they will have another pearl to add to their serial, and a bright shining one at that! Ha!’ He snorted, half in disgust, half in amusement. ‘The bushrangers get bolder and cockier by the day – and the police just run around in circles and chase their tails. It’s a bloomin’ joke!’

‘I am sure Sir Frederick—’ Sam began, but the clerk interrupted him.

‘Ha! Why they bumped that fellow to such a high position escapes me. He’s lording it over much better fellows than himself – and getting everything wrong to boot.’ It was clear that unlike the manager, Mr Gregson was certainly not a Pottinger fan.

‘But I think—’ Sam began again, but the clerk ignored his intervention.

‘Why they haven’t employed black trackers to find the bushrangers is beyond me,’ he sniffed. ‘They’d know how to follow signs in the bush much better than those clod-footed traps – or that ignorant Englishman, Pottinger!’

‘But Sir Frederick does know the value of trackers,’ Sam protested.

A week ago, outside the police headquarters, he had glimpsed one of the young Aboriginal men who worked for the police as trackers. Billy Dargin was in his early twenties and was a skilled tracker, much in demand. Sam had heard that Billy knew Ben Hall – maybe they’d grown up together, or crossed paths later, he wasn’t sure.

‘Sir Frederick does understand how skilled the trackers are but, Mr Gregson, the bushrangers are good at evading them. They grew up in the bush, too. And they have very fast horses – stolen of course, but better than those the police can afford. It’s not that easy to lay such men by the heels. I am sure Sir Frederick will succeed in the end.’

‘Pah! “Sir Fred” this, “Sir Fred” that – he’s not worth putting up on a pedestal any more than those bushrangers are, lad,’ Gregson said, with finality. ‘Well, it seems the bushranging farce is set to run for a while longer. Talking of runs, my wife and I are planning to go to see Macbeth tomorrow night, and I believe those actors will be in it.’ He looked at Sam. ‘You been there yet?’

‘Me?’ Sam stared. ‘I hadn’t thought of it.’ But now, he wondered.

He’d like to talk to those people, the actors, who had been at the Canowindra Hotel. Polly worked in the Canowindra Hotel, of course, and she’d be able to tell him – but he had no way of getting to her any time soon. And he’d love to know more …

So. The actors it needed to be.

And perhaps, if he found out anything useful that the police might not have learned yet, he could let Sir Frederick know. It would be a way of repaying his kindness in helping him get this job.
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Over the next two days, Sam was busier than usual, finished later than usual and so had no time for anything else – much less go to the theatre. But he did get some extra information from the clerk, who, true to his word, had gone to see the play with his wife. It had been most enjoyable, he said, and in the interval, he’d even managed a few words with Mr Jordan.

Through Gregson, Sam learned that the Jordans were part of a travelling company of actors who had been touring New South Wales for months, performing classic plays. The Jordans had been in Australia ten years, but they had previously worked in England, where Mr Jordan came from. Mrs Jordan, however, was French, and they had one daughter, who was only a toddler when they’d come to Australia. They were acquainted with Mr Nicolas, a Frenchman who, with his business partner and fellow Frenchman, Mr Reymond, had been a gold digger in America and Victoria before coming to Forbes – staying on even after the brief gold rush was over to start a business in town. It was Mr Nicolas who had been instrumental in bringing the company to Forbes. He was a great lover of theatre and had seen the company perform Macbeth in Sydney earlier that year. He had been delighted to find out Mrs Jordan was French and persuaded them to add Forbes to their Central Western touring list.

‘He told them, quite rightly, that though the town had diminished in population since the end of the gold rush, there were still many people in Forbes, and around, who longed for entertainment after a hard day’s work, and that they’d find good audiences, and of course – so they have,’ Gregson said, rather pompously. All this and more Mr Gregson said and it took a while for Sam finally to be able to ask the question that burned on his lips.

‘But what did Mr Jordan say about being bailed up?’

The clerk frowned, annoyed at being interrupted in his flow. ‘I didn’t ask, it ain’t’ve been polite.’

Then, upon seeing Sam’s disappointed expression, he relented.

‘I left that for you, lad. What Mr Jordan did say however, was that they had material there for quite a few plays. He didn’t seem particularly shocked by the experience. But perhaps actors expect drama at every turn.’ He diverted then to talk about the play and how Mrs Jordan had been a ‘wonderful Lady Macduff, very touching she was, too, and my wife wasn’t the only one weeping when that scoundrel Macbeth has Lady Macduff and her son killed. And Mr Jordan made a noble Malcolm.’

Sam nodded. He was only hazily aware of who these characters were. He had never seen the play and only knew an outline of the story. Something about a wicked Scottish nobleman, Macbeth, along with his wife, treacherously murdering the King of Scotland – and then a whole lot of other people – before finally being defeated. Still, he knew it was a play full of fearsome things – murder and witches and treachery and strange moving forests – and he thought perhaps it might be to his taste. If ever he had time to see it!

It wasn’t until late the third afternoon that, after brushing his hair, washing his face and hands and changing into a clean set of clothes, he was able to head over to the side of town where the large ramshackle wooden building that served as a theatre was situated. Sam expected there would be lots of people around, but when he came in, there wasn’t a trace of either audience or actors – just a woman bad-temperedly sweeping the floor around the raised platform that served as a stage. She glared at Sam as he came in.

‘What do you want?’ she growled. ‘No performances today.’

‘Oh.’ Sam felt dashed. ‘So, the actors aren’t here?’

‘Don’t your eyes work?’ she asked him, scornfully. ‘Can you see anyone else here except me?’

He coloured.

‘No, but …’ He tried again. ‘I was hoping to speak to Mr Jordan. Do you know where I might find him?’

‘How should I know? I am not his keeper. Or anyone else’s, for that matter,’ she said, sharply, ‘and you should—’

But whatever further rudeness she’d been about to utter never passed her lips.

For at that moment, someone behind Sam said, ‘Why do you want to speak to my father?’

Sam spun around. A slight, dark-haired girl with plaits was standing there, wearing a plaid dress under a red cloak and clutching a plain, untitled book.

‘Your father?’ he repeated, while the sweeper, muttering to herself, turned away from them and resumed her work.

‘Isn’t that what you asked her?’ said the girl, jerking her head towards the sweeper. ‘You’d never get anything out of that one, anyway,’ she added.

Sam smiled ruefully. ‘True enough.’ He looked at the girl. ‘Yes, if your father is Mr Jordan—’

‘Which he is, as I told you,’ broke in the girl.

‘Then I want to speak with him,’ he went on, ignoring her interruption.

‘Why?’

‘About—’ Sam felt suddenly cautious. ‘About if there was any work here.’

‘There isn’t,’ said the girl. ‘And anyway, for work it’s not Papa you’d need, it’s the company manager, Mr Richards.’ She surveyed him, eyes narrowed. ‘Besides, 
I don’t think you want work. I think you are a journalist.’

For an instant, Sam was taken aback, then he took a quick decision.

‘That’s right. I … I work for the … er … for the Lachlan Miner.’

He’d said the first newspaper name that came into his head. Mr Gregson read it sometimes. It was full of stories of the ‘bushranging farce’. Last year, it had even published a mocking letter by none other than Frank Gardiner himself, the organiser of the Eugowra gold escort robbery.

‘And we would love to have a story in Mr Jordan’s own words,’ he added, smoothly, ‘about the outrage at the Canowindra Hotel.’

The girl shrugged. ‘You don’t have to speak to Papa about it. I can tell you all about it. I was there. I am even writing a play about it.’

‘A play? You?’ he couldn’t stop himself saying, in surprise, but it was totally the wrong thing to say.

Giving him a fierce glare, she marched past him without another word, Sam calling helplessly after her.

‘Please forgive me, Miss Jordan, I didn’t mean to be rude, I only—’

It wasn’t until she was almost out of the door that she turned and snapped.

‘It wasn’t an outrage, anyway! You don’t know anything.’

And then she was gone.

Dash it, Sam thought, cross with himself.

If only he hadn’t opened his big mouth and put the girl off! Now it would be harder to get anything from her father, because he was sure she’d tell him about it. But he’d try again, somehow. And now, he smiled to himself, he had a good cover story – he was a reporter for the Lachlan Miner!
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Lily set off down the street towards their lodgings, still smarting with indignation.

How rude that reporter had been!

And he didn’t look like an experienced one, either – he was too young for that. Probably just an apprentice, too big for his boots.

Lily had met quite a few journalists in the past, for – especially in country towns – the arrival of a theatre company was always news. And the journalists were usually very polite, even flattering. Here, Monsieur Nicolas had already introduced them to the editor of one of the local papers. Not the one that boy had claimed to be from, though. Maybe she’d ask her mother to ask Monsieur Nicolas if he knew it?

Or maybe not.

In fact, maybe she wouldn’t even mention anything about the encounter at all. Reporter or no reporter, he was just an ignorant boy who knew nothing. About anything!

No, he wasn’t worth mentioning to her parents – or Monsieur Nicolas. And so, she resolved to forget him.

She’d only gone to the theatre to fetch the prompt-book for her father. Tomorrow, when he wasn’t on stage as Prince Malcolm, his job would be to sit in the wings, reading along with the play and prompting anyone who’d forgotten their lines. It was a job that was rotated amongst those actors who weren’t on stage the whole time, and for the next few days it would be her father’s turn. It wasn’t his favourite job. Which was probably why he’d forgotten to take the prompt-book in the first place.

Since they’d arrived in Forbes, Lily had managed to write quite a bit more of her play. The first evening, they’d been invited to have dinner at Monsieur Nicolas’ house, along with his friend Monsieur Reymond and Reymond’s Scottish wife. There’d been quite a lot of talk about the events at Canowindra, of course. Once, Monsieur Nicolas had asked Lily if she’d been scared, and she had to answer honestly that the vast majority of the time, she wasn’t. But mostly, the adults just talked amongst themselves, in a mix of French and English, and Lily soon stopped listening, just concentrating on the food – which was very nice – and thinking about what was going to happen in the next scene in her play. And the next day she wrote a whole two scenes, plus more today, so she was now halfway through Act Two – which meant she was more than halfway to finishing!

Most of the company had been lodged in one of the hotels in town, but as the Jordans had arrived late and other travellers had taken their rooms, other arrangements had to be made for them by Mr Richards. They were therefore staying in a private house belonging to a rather fierce widow, named Mrs Parmenter, who had been reluctant at first to take on a family – ‘I can’t bear children’s noise!’ she had declared – but she’d relented when she’d been assured by Lily’s parents that their daughter was quiet as a mouse. And Lily had not said a word to deny it, of course.

Lily knew her parents were relieved at not having to be in the hotel with the rest of the company. Well, that is, particularly with the leading actors – Andrew and Margaret Wolfe – who played Lord and Lady Macbeth. They were good actors, who’d built up quite a following, but offstage – though they could be charming enough when they felt like it – they never let anyone forget they were the reason crowds flocked to see the play. They also squabbled with each other quite often. It was tiring being around them. And so, Mrs Parmenter’s house seemed like a refuge from all that drama.

Lily had hoped Polly might be able to visit Forbes, though she hadn’t expected it. She had liked Polly, and felt they could have become friends, but she was used to doing without friends. And plunging into the world of her play had stopped her from being lonely.

Her parents had also set her some work – a few mathematics problems, and a translation from French to English. Plus she had a dictation test to prepare for.

So she was busy.

Or should have been.

It was all quite easy work for her, but somehow, she had found herself distracted and at a loose end – except when she was writing her play. Which she still hadn’t told her parents about. She didn’t quite know why. And at night, her sleep was rather restless – strange images flickering in and out, making her feel a bit tired in the morning.

When they’d first got to Forbes and reunited with the rest of the company, there had been lots of questions from everyone, of course. They wanted to know what the bushrangers had been like, especially Hall and Gilbert. Some (like the Wolfes) were clearly miffed that they hadn’t been there too, in the midst of the exciting drama, while others shuddered and said it must have been absolutely terrifying.

Lily’s parents did their best to satisfy everyone’s curiosity, but thankfully, after the first day, things settled down and everyone knuckled down into Macbeth.

A number of other people had also been curious about their brush with the bushrangers. Not just the Reymonds and Nicolas, but shopkeepers and audience members as well. Encounters with bushrangers weren’t exactly rare in these parts, but the Canowindra event was something well beyond the experience – or maybe even the understanding – of most people.

And certainly beyond that of silly people, like that boy.

Reaching the lodgings, she found her parents in the sitting room, deep in conversation with Mr Richards. They looked up and smiled when she came in, but she knew better than to interrupt. Mr Richards was another one who didn’t like children much, especially those who broke into adult conversations. So she just smiled back and was about to discreetly put the prompt book on a side table and leave the room, when there was a knock at the front door.

‘Answer that, darling, will you?’ asked her mother. ‘Mrs Parmenter is out at the moment.’

Lily opened the front door to find a tall, bearded, well-dressed man standing there. He raised his hat and gave her a smile.

‘Am I right in thinking Mr and Mrs Jordan are staying here?’ He had a cultured voice, with a soft English accent, and steady blue eyes.

‘Yes, sir,’ she said, ‘my parents and I are staying here.’

‘Ah,’ he said, smiling again, ‘I am pleased to make your acquaintance, Miss Jordan.’ He saw her expression and held out a hand. ‘My name is Pottinger. Frederick Pottinger.’

‘Oh,’ said Lily, eyes widening, before finding her manners again and shaking his hand. ‘Pleased to meet you, sir. Would you like me to take you to my parents?’

‘Please,’ he said, and as he followed her to the sitting room, Lily’s mind was in a whirl.

The image that Polly had conjured up for this man didn’t seem to fit with the reality.

Or did it? After all, Polly hadn’t said he was scrawny, nor rude or badly-dressed. She’d only said he was bad at his job and had a grudge against Ben Hall. But you couldn’t tell that, just by meeting him in the flesh.

When they entered the sitting room, Mr Richards jumped up.

‘Sir Frederick,’ he said, warmly, coming over to shake the policeman’s hand. ‘How very good of you to come. Let me introduce you to Mr and Mrs Jordan, who so bravely endured the ordeal at the Canowindra Hotel.’

And me too, thought Lily, crossly, as the adults shook hands. Only it wasn’t really an ordeal. And we didn’t really endure. 

Or did we?

She wasn’t sure what you would call it, really. It did feel strange, when she thought back on it. Sometimes it seemed almost like it hadn’t really happened – like she had imagined it – like it had been a dream. But it wasn’t, because her parents had been there too and—

Her thoughts were interrupted by Sir Frederick addressing her parents.

‘I understand from Mr Richards that, owing to your profession, you are both keen observers of character and scene, as well as very brave. So, if you would be willing to impart such details as you might have noticed, it might prove most useful in helping us lay these brazen miscreants by the heels.’

‘Of course,’ said Lily’s father, glancing at his wife, who nodded, ‘we would be most willing to do so. Although to be honest, Sir Frederick, we weren’t exactly brave.’

Mr Richards winced at these words. ‘That is very modest of you, Stephen,’ he put in, glancing at the policeman, who simply raised an eyebrow.

‘What my husband means,’ said Lily’s mother, ‘is that being brave didn’t enter into it. We were hardly going to affront armed men, of course, but quite apart from that – it wasn’t a violent incident. Yes, it was tiresome being unable to leave the hotel, but nobody was hurt, and nobody was robbed. And we had food and shelter. We don’t condone the bushrangers’ actions, of course. But it could have been far worse.’

For the first time, something like annoyance flashed into Pottinger’s eyes.

‘It could have been, indeed,’ he said, grudgingly, ‘and with desperate men like Hall and Gilbert, who are, let me assure you, villains of the deepest dye – it might well have been, if things had been different.’

Adelaide’s lips twitched, but she didn’t make the obvious retort, that things had been as they were, not as they might have been.

‘We were fortunate, doubtless,’ was all she said.

‘Very well. Could you describe, in your own words, what happened exactly?’ said the policeman, producing a notebook and pencil. ‘And what you noted of how Hall and Gilbert and the others behaved, and if you happened to overhear anything which might hint at their future plans.’ He looked at Lily. ‘But perhaps, Miss, you might like to leave the room?’

Lily coloured. ‘No, I can also—’

But her mother interrupted, saying, ‘Best to let us deal with this, darling,’ and her father nodded, agreeing, so Lily knew that she had to go – which she did, with ill grace, shutting the door behind her. She didn’t go away though – instead she stood with one ear pressed against the door, listening.

If she hadn’t been feeling so annoyed at being dismissed like a little child, she would have been impressed by her parents’ recounting of events – the vivid way in which they sketched out the scene and characters, just as Pottinger had said. It felt like being back there in that hotel dining room, taking part in what were surely the strangest festivities in history. But she was resentful at being left out, and that made her come to a rash decision …

Tomorrow she would go and find that reporter from the Lachlan Miner.
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The next day, Sam was getting ready to unharness the horses from the Bathurst coach when he overheard a discussion between two passengers, who were shaking their heads over the latest newspaper report. Somebody who had been in the Canowindra Hotel had been interviewed by a reporter in Bathurst and said that ‘The bushrangers had not offered any violence to anyone and Ben Hall especially behaved like a gentleman’. One of the passengers had said that was all well and good, but these bushrangers knew full well how to convince everyone they were the heroes in this story and not the villains.

And Sam agreed heartily.

He was beginning to think Ben Hall was like one of those mesmerists, who stared into your eyes and made you believe everything they said. What else explained the fact that it wasn’t just fellow delinquents who defended him and his mates, but even respectable members of society – like the witness in the paper?

He was pondering the question as he continued the day’s work. He wished he hadn’t made that girl, Miss Jordan, so cross yesterday. He could have maybe got a glimmer of truth from her about what made Hall and Gilbert so appealing.

The girl had said it wasn’t an outrage, so presumably she was on Hall’s side. Or maybe not – maybe it was something else she’d meant. He wondered if she’d met his cousin Polly. Of course, Polly didn’t serve in the dining room, so perhaps she would not have met her. But if she had, then she’d have had an earful of how Ben Hall had been hard done by, that it wasn’t his fault he’d gone bush, etc, etc.

Sam sighed. He liked his cousin very much, but she was very impulsive and got very agitated over things. Like her da … he was a fiery one – always talking about how the English had ‘done down the Irish’ (his father had come from Ireland) and how they were still doing it in Australia, and how the police did their bidding regardless of justice. And his wife, Sam’s aunt Sally – his own mother’s sister (third generation Australian of Welsh and English parentage) – did little to curb her husband’s passion. Indeed, she encouraged it. Both Sam’s aunt and uncle were warm, friendly people to family and friends, of course – but if you were a stranger from the wrong sort of place or with the wrong sort of ideas – beware! Sam had always kept his own opinions to himself in their company, following his parents’ peaceable example. But sometimes it riled him, to have to keep quiet when people were spouting all kinds of nonsense.

He was busy cleaning and polishing a bridle when the head groom came in.

‘Mr Gregson wants to see you, Sam,’ he said, eyeing him with disfavour. ‘What have you done now?’

Sam felt the ‘now’ was uncalled for. He had never caused any mischief, at any time – and the man knew that.

But you did not cheek the head groom. Ever.

‘I don’t know, I’m sorry, sir,’ he said. What could Mr Gregson want with him, in truth?

‘Well, after you finish that bridle, go and see him,’ said the head groom, casting a critical eye over Sam’s work. But as he didn’t comment on it, Sam thought it must be fine. And so it should be. He never stinted on doing work properly. ‘And don’t forget to wipe your hands before you go into the office.’

As if he needed to be told.

‘Yes, sir, of course,’ Sam said meekly. As soon as the head groom left, he rushed through the end of the job, put everything away, wiped his hands, brushed down his hair and shirt, and hastened to the booking office. And there he got a shock. For there was somebody else in the office, besides Gregson.

‘Miss Jordan!’ he said, unable to stop the mix of surprise and dismay in his voice. ‘What are you—’

He broke off as the clerk snapped, ‘What have you been up to, Sam?’

Sam reddened. ‘Nothing,’ he muttered.

‘The young lady here thinks you’re a reporter for the Lachlan Miner. Have you been moonlighting then, lad?’

Sam went even redder. ‘No … no … I just—’

‘You made it up,’ said the girl, flatly, speaking for the first time.

‘No, you did,’ he flashed out. ‘You said I was a journalist.’

Miss Jordan lifted her chin, defiantly. ‘And you didn’t deny it.’

‘You didn’t leave me any—’ Sam began, but the clerk cut in, sharply.

‘Enough!’ He turned to the girl. ‘Miss Jordan, I am sure Sam will apologise for the deceit.’ He frowned. ‘But it is unwise for a young lady of your age to be blundering around town on her own, as you have. If your parents knew—’

It was the turn of the girl to flush.

‘My parents know, and approve,’ she said, in a strangled sort of voice, ‘and I do not require an apology from Mr Sam.’ She drew herself up. ‘I am sorry to have bothered you, Mr Gregson.’

She had turned to go when Sam said, ‘Wait. Please. I am really sorry to have deceived you, Miss Jordan.’

She shrugged, and looked like she was about to say something, when the clerk snapped.

‘Oh, the pair of you are tiresome! Be off with you and leave me in peace, I can’t be doing with this commotion.’ And he shooed them off impatiently, as if they were a pair of flies.

As they walked out into the street, Sam snuck a look at the girl and said, ‘How did you find me?’

‘It was easy,’ the girl said, scornfully, without looking at him. ‘I went to the office of the newspaper, asked if they knew the reporter from the Lachlan Miner, and when I described you, they told me you were no reporter, but a stable boy.’

‘A groom, actually,’ said Sam, nettled.

‘And they told me you worked near the Cobb and Co stop,’ she went on, as though he hadn’t spoken. ‘I knew where that was, of course, so I went and talked to that man. And there you are.’ She frowned at him now. ‘But it’s no use anyway, because you’re not a reporter.’

Sam had been quite impressed by her ingenuity in finding him, but he wasn’t about to say so.

Instead, he retorted, ‘No use for what?’

‘It doesn’t matter.’

‘Yes it does! Look … I’m sorry about all that, but 
I really want to talk to your fa— I mean, er, to you, about what really happened in Canowindra.’

‘Why?’ she said, challengingly.

‘Well … because I’m interested,’ he began, lamely, ‘and because I think Sir Frederick Pottinger might be, too.’

She stared at him. ‘You know him?’

He nodded.

Well, he did, didn’t he? Not socially, of course, but …

‘He came to see my parents yesterday,’ she said, ‘so he has already got the whole story from them.’

He was rather dashed by this news, but said, carefully, ‘Oh. But did he speak to you about it?’

She shook her head, a shadow crossing her face.

‘Well, then. Maybe you can tell me. I … well, nothing like that has ever happened to me, and it sounds exciting, and, well—’

Her expression lightened. ‘You really would like to hear it?’

‘Yes indeed, Miss Jordan. I really would.’

‘Don’t call me that,’ she said. ‘My name’s Lily.’ And she put out a hand.

Surprised – girls weren’t usually so forward – Sam took it and they shook.

‘And I’m Sam,’ he said. ‘Sam Turner. Not Mr Sam.’

She smiled for the first time.

‘Sam. Oh,’ she added, as a thought seemed to strike her. ‘My friend in Canowindra, Polly, she said she had a cousin in Forbes called—’

‘The very same,’ said Sam, with a grin, sketching a bow. ‘What’s Poll been up to, then?’


[image: ]

Lily watched Sam’s expression as she told him her story. She could tell he was bursting to ask questions but she’d asked him to wait until she’d finished, and, amazingly, he was doing as he was told. She wasn’t used to having an attentive audience – at least not if she wasn’t reading aloud – and at times that made her stumble a bit as she was trying to find the right words to describe what it had felt like.

They’d agreed to meet up after Sam had finished his work for the day and now they were walking close to the town lagoon. On this sunny afternoon (at last the rain had ceased!) it was a lovely spot, if slightly damp, and there were quite a lot of water birds, including a graceful pair of black swans. There were a few other people strolling around as well, but nobody took any notice of Lily and Sam, beyond a slight nod as they passed them.

‘So, you see,’ Lily finished, ‘that’s why people who say that it was—’

She broke off with a yell as something suddenly streaked like an arrow straight down into the reeds a short distance away, accompanied by squawks of alarm and an eruption of wings, as birds scattered in all directions. Then a bird of prey – a falcon? A kite? A hawk? Lily wasn’t sure – rose from the water, a nestling clutched in its claws. And for a tiny instant – before the falcon, or hawk, or whatever it was, unhurriedly flew away with its prey – Lily caught a glimpse of its fierce cold gaze, and the breath caught in her throat.

‘Well, how about that?’ said Sam. He too had started when the bird had streaked down so suddenly, but he had quickly recovered. ‘Have you ever seen anything like that before?’

Lily’s throat still felt thick. But she shook her head.

‘Neither have I – not so close, anyway,’ Sam went on. ‘They aren’t usually so bold when there’s people about. Maybe it was too hungry to care. Lucky it wasn’t someone’s chicken, anyway. Then it would be in trouble.’

‘The chicken?’ Lily asked, confused.

But Sam shook his head, a little impatiently. ‘The swamp harrier.’

So that’s what it was called. The shock of seeing the bird’s sudden attack was fading and now Lily thought she could include it in her play, somehow.

Sam was still talking. ‘They’re all right in their place, the birds of prey, but when they turn rogue, and they start to attack poultry or lambs and calves – then you have to shoot or trap them, see? That’s what my Pa says. Because once they get a taste for easy pickings, then they won’t give up until you stop them, permanently.’

Lily looked at him, a little uneasily, wanting to change the subject.

‘Anyway,’ she said, ‘what did you think about what I told you? About what happened at Canowindra,’ she reminded him, when he looked confused, just for a moment.

‘Oh. Well … it sounds like a difficult situation, but …’

‘But what?’ She crossed her arms, challengingly. ‘What would you have done, Sam Turner?’

‘I would have …’ He began, then went on, disarmingly, ‘I don’t know, actually.’

‘Ha! Of course you don’t. Because you weren’t there.’

‘But wasn’t there even a moment when someone could have slipped away and—’

She shook her head, vigorously. ‘There wasn’t.’

‘All right. But you must surely be angry now.’

She stared at him. ‘Angry?’

Sam stared back. ‘Yes, angry. About the bushrangers.’ He gestured towards the reeds. ‘They are like birds of prey, seeking easy pickings, not wanting to do hard work, and—’

‘I don’t know about the others, but Ben Hall wasn’t like that!’ Lily flashed out. ‘He was a hard worker. He was respected. But he was persecuted by the police and lost his family and then his home and—’

‘Well I see you’ve been talking to Polly,’ Sam said, with a sigh. ‘Her family, they are one-eyed about Hall. You don’t want to take it as gospel truth.’

She glared at him now. ‘Have you ever met him?’

‘No, but—’

‘But nothing! You weren’t there,’ she said, fiercely. ‘You didn’t meet him. But I did! And so did your cousin, by the way. And he never gave any of us cause to fear him.’

There was a pause, then Sam said, ‘All right. Let us allow for the moment that Polly is right, that Hall was wronged, and isn’t a bad man. Then why is he associating with men who think nothing of killing others in cold blood? – Yes,’ he added, seeing her shocked expression, ‘O’Meally shot and killed a man named Barnes, in cold blood, just a few weeks ago. Why, if Hall was so good, didn’t he stop that from happening?’

Lily’s breath caught in her throat again.

‘Maybe he couldn’t,’ she whispered.

‘Then he’s a coward,’ snapped Sam.

Lily shook her head. ‘I can’t explain those things. But I don’t think he’s a coward. I can only speak for what I have seen. And I think it was the fact he was there that made things go smoothly. Maybe if he hadn’t been, things might have been much worse for us. The others – they are more, I don’t know, more … jumpy. At first, anyway.’

Sam considered this.

‘That’s as may be,’ he admitted, at last, ‘but it doesn’t change the fact that, for whatever reason, he has taken to the wrong side of the law and he holds people up for a living. Isn’t that true?’

It was Lily’s turn to sigh. ‘Yes. But before that – when he didn’t do anything like that and yet Sir Frederick still took against him for no reason—’

‘Hall was friendly with Gardiner!’ Sam snapped. ‘A known crook.’

‘That didn’t make him one too,’ Lily snapped back. ‘Besides, I heard that your Sir Frederick was disowned by his family because of his bad behaviour, and that’s why he’s in Australia. That hardly sounds like a good man!’

‘You don’t know him,’ Sam retorted, ‘so you can’t say things like that. He was kind to me.’

‘And Ben Hall was kind to me,’ said Lily, softly.

They looked at each other for a moment then Sam said, in a different tone, ‘That’s what it is, then. We cannot agree and that’s a shame, because I’ve liked talking with you.’

‘And I too,’ said Lily, after a short pause. ‘You are very like your cousin Polly,’ she added, with a grin, ‘even if you have opposite opinions on this matter.’

‘And on many others!’ said Sam, returning the grin. ‘She is always trying to persuade me of the rightness of her opinions – and I try to do the same to her.’

‘Does it ever work?’ Lily asked, intrigued.

‘Very occasionally,’ Sam replied, ‘But Polly’s stubborn, you know.’

‘As you are, I am sure!’ She looked at him, her eyes sparkling. ‘I’ve had an idea. Why don’t you write a report trying to persuade me that Sir Frederick is in the right, and I’ll write one trying to persuade you that Ben Hall is in the right? Then we can compare them and see if one of us will change our mind.’

Sam laughed. ‘Very well, why not? But how long do we have to do this?’

‘Two and a half days,’ said Lily, promptly.

Sam stared. ‘Why …’ he began, then realised – that was the length of time the bushrangers had held her and all the others at the Canowindra Hotel. A smile spread over his face. ‘Fine. Miss Lily Jordan, your challenge is accepted.’

He held out a hand to her, and she shook it.

‘Good. Let’s meet again in two and a half days, Mr Sam Turner. We will exchange reports, and then decide who is the winner.’

‘That’ll be me,’ said Sam, cheerfully, but she just laughed and turned away.
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REPORT ON SIR FREDERICK WILLIAM POTTINGER, INSPECTOR OF POLICE FOR THE WESTERN DISTRICT OF NEW SOUTH WALES

By Samuel James Turner
Prepared for Lily Jordan

Please note that I have got the information in this report in these ways: by reading newspaper reports, asking questions from people I know (including in the police) and also what I know already about Sir Frederick, from knowing him in person.

Sir Frederick was born in India in 1831 (that means he is now 32 years old) but he is from a British family and he moved back to England when he was young, as he went to school there. His father was an English officer and a baronet (that’s a kind of noble title) and his mother was from Ireland. He is their eldest son. When his father died, Sir Frederick inherited the title and became a baronet. Bad luck then happened to him – he lost a lot of money and ran into some trouble. So Sir Fred decided to move to the colony of New South Wales and arrived six years ago. He then tried his luck on the gold fields for a while, then joined the police.

Nobody knew he was a baronet when he started with the police. What they knew was that he was an excellent horseman, and brave too, so he worked as a mounted trooper, protecting the coaches that transport gold from the goldfields to Sydney. This of course, as you know, was to prevent attacks by bushrangers and other bandits. He was very good at that. But one day, two or three years ago (I am not sure exactly when) someone found out about his family and his title, and he was taken from the dangerous gold escort duties and given other jobs.

Soon he was higher up in the police, but at the beginning there was a bit of trouble because somebody called him all sorts of bad names when he was playing a game of billiards, and of course he responded. It turned into a fight and then afterwards that person, whoever it was who insulted him, went to court about it, and poor Sir Frederick was reproved in public. Which isn’t fair, in my opinion! After all, who is happy to stand by and let people just call you bad names? I wouldn’t, and I bet you wouldn’t either!

Anyway, after that, Sir Frederick was sent to the Lachlan River district and set on the trail of the bushranger Frank Gardiner and his gang. He suspected Ben Hall, a local farmer, was one of the gang (and I think he was right!) and arrested Hall and other people for a robbery against a man called William Bacon, who had a dray loaded with goods for sale, like clothes, and food, and drink, and other things. But Hall was acquitted, which was a bad thing because he was then able to continue being a member of Gardiner’s gang.

Everyone says that Gardiner was very smart and very persuasive and that he managed to convince several stupid young men (like Ben Hall!) to join him in his life of crime, but he always managed to wriggle out of it. When people like my cousin Polly say it was Sir Frederick that made Hall into a bushranger, I think that is totally wrong – and if anyone made him that (other than himself, of course), it was Frank Gardiner. He’s a bad lot. A really bad lot – no matter what people say about how funny and clever he is!

Well, then last year in June, Gardiner and his gang (which included, I am sure, Ben Hall, as well as quite a few others) held up the gold escort coach on the road from Forbes to Orange. The coach made that trip every week but the week of the hold-up it had a very big lot of gold and cash on board. The bushrangers arranged for drays supposedly to break down on the road and waited in hiding behind a pile of rocks that the coach had to pass by. The coach had to stop because of the drays blocking the road and then the bushrangers jumped out from their hiding place and despite there being armed police there, they were quickly overwhelmed and the gang made off with all the gold and cash, as well as weapons and other things.

It was the biggest gold robbery ever in the history of New South Wales and of course Sir Frederick was determined to recover the gold and bring those responsible to justice. And he did – at least, his determined pursuit with his men resulted in most of the gold being recovered (in their haste to get away from police, the robbers had to leave behind a packhorse that was carrying a lot of it). The police also arrested quite a few men, including Hall, and then one of the captured gang members, called Charters, decided to tell the police what he knew, and he named several people, including Gardiner and his mate John Gilbert. But they had escaped by then and couldn’t be found – such friends they were to the others!

Well, others Charters named were arrested and they paid the price. Not Hall, though. Charters never named him, so he had to be released. Which doesn’t mean he wasn’t involved. I know Sir Frederick was absolutely sure he was. Certain. But he couldn’t prove it. Which was very frustrating. So other means had to be found.

Which is understandable, surely? Can we just let villains roam free and thumb their noses at the police and do as they please and have people frightened and robbed on the roads? It’s not right.

People say the police were wrong to burn Ben Hall’s farm, but maybe sometimes you have to use methods which seem unpleasant, to stop them. Ben Hall was once a farmer and maybe even a good man. But he’d turned bad. My cousin Polly would shout at me for saying so, but I think Sir Frederick was right to use any method to try and stop him.

After that, Sir Frederick and his men had to chase the remnants of Gardiner’s gang (Gardiner himself vanished who knows where) around the countryside, as they committed robbery after robbery, brazenly strolled into Bathurst and Canowindra and many other places, did whatever they felt like and helped themselves to whatever they liked. And as you know only too well, Lily, they stop people from going about their business – they force them to attend their jubilees, they act as if they own the place.

It’s all very well for people to say the police should catch them, but they don’t know what it’s like. The bushrangers have supporters all over the countryside and those that don’t support them are scared of them, so who is going to tell the police anything about where they’re hiding out? But Sir Frederick doesn’t give up and one day I think those bushrangers are going to get a big surprise!

People say bad things about Sir Frederick, but I think they are just prejudiced against him because he’s English and he’s called ‘Sir’, but to me, and to other people too (except for bushrangers or brawlers!), he’s been kind and helpful. Yes, sometimes he loses his temper, but that can happen to anyone. And I’d like to see those people who are complaining try to do the job that he does. I’d like to see them try and nab the bushrangers! They would fail miserably.

So, Miss Lily Jordan, that’s my report on Sir Frederick Pottinger. I hope it persuades you that he is in the right.

With sincere good wishes,
Sam Turner
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Report on Mr Benjamin (Ben) Hall, bushranger, former farmer, and wronged man.

By Lily Camilla Jordan
Prepared for Sam Turner

My information in this report comes from what I have been able to find out from newspapers, from talking to people and from observing (and also talking with) Mr Ben Hall himself during the days and nights we were held in Canowindra.

Ben Hall is 26, he was born in New South Wales, but his father (who is also called Benjamin) came from England, and his mother Eliza from Ireland. They came to Australia as convicts, but they weren’t really bad people. They were very poor and had only stolen some clothes. In New South Wales, they worked in the Hunter Valley. Eventually, they got a farm in the hills near a town called Murrurundi and later Mr Hall opened a butcher’s shop in the town. But then some trouble happened – I was not able to find out exactly what, but some people said it was something to do with stolen horses – and Mr Hall had to leave, while Mrs Hall had to stay with the children. I heard that Ben had tried to be very helpful to his mother at that time, things were very hard for her (there are nine children in the Hall family).

Later on, Mr Hall came back and took the four oldest children, including Ben, to try their luck in the Lachlan River region (where we are now). Ben was 
13 years old at the time (so that was 13 years ago, by my calculations) and he started work as a station hand on a farm, he was already a good horseman by then. His brothers and father also worked on farms in the district, and his sister Mary worked as a maid for some people in Carcoar (NOTE: Polly told me already that BH had a sister in Carcoar, she is married now to a local man).

Ben’s father did not stay long in the Lachlan, he went back to Murrurundi once the boys and Mary were settled. I heard that Ben has not seen his father since then, or his mother either, I don’t suppose, or any of his brothers and sisters who didn’t move to the Lachlan River area, and I think that must be hard. Except I did hear that maybe Ben didn’t get on with his father, who had a bad temper and also was a bit of a rogue. So maybe he was glad to be away from the old Pater, as my father sometimes calls his own father (I don’t know my grandfather really, or my grandmother – at least, I don’t remember them. I was too young when we left England, but I know my father didn’t really get on with his father, who thought being an actor was not a proper thing to do).

Everyone who knew him before he took to bushranging says that Ben Hall was reliable, hardworking, quiet and calm, and people liked him. He was also really good with horses and cattle, he understood them, people said. But one day, he had a bad accident when he was trying to saddle a horse called Slasher – who as you might see from his name was a mean, bad tempered animal. Anyway, Slasher kicked Ben hard in the leg, and it was badly broken.

A bush doctor set the leg, but though it healed, it didn’t altogether go back to what it was before, and Ben was left with a limp that didn’t go away completely. I saw that when we were in Canowindra, he walked with a slight limp. It wasn’t bad, but you could still notice it. But despite that, it seems he could still work and ride well – including when all the farms had a big muster of cattle, and it was one time when a big muster was happening at one of the farms that Ben met a girl called Bridget (only everyone called her by her nickname, Biddy).

They fell in love but Biddy’s family thought Ben wasn’t the right sort, so they ran away to Bathurst and got married there. The family eventually came round and Biddy and Ben set up home at a place called Sandy Creek. Four years ago, their little son Henry was born. In the same year Ben and his brother-in-law John Maguire, who had married Biddy’s sister Ellen, acquired 10,000 acres at Sandy Creek to run their own cattle, and they built two houses close to each other and worked hard to look after their families. They knew Mr Frank Gardiner then too and knew also that he wasn’t just a goldfields butcher who they sold cattle to, but still, he was friendly and good company (though bad company too!) and they never got involved in the bushranging side of Mr Gardiner’s business – they didn’t want to threaten their farm or get tangled up with the police.

Then one terrible day, Ben came home from days away mustering cattle to find that his wife had run off with someone else and taken little Henry with them – the little boy was not quite two yet. Now he would be four, but I think Ben has not seen him in all that time – I remember the way he looked at Jack, who is around the same age, and I know he must miss him terribly. People say that after his wife and son left, Ben lost his wish to work, because what was the point if his family was gone? – They were what he cared about most and why he’d worked so hard. He was angry and sad and then the police arrested him for something he hadn’t done and trouble followed trouble and he was constantly accused of this and that by Sir Frederick Pottinger, who was convinced he was part of Mr Gardiner’s gang and who ended up having Ben Hall’s homestead burnt down.

I also learned Sir Frederick was responsible for the sad death of Ben’s sickly teenage brother-in-law, because he arrested him and put him in a damp prison cell and he caught pneumonia and died. Sir Frederick was even severely reproved by the police for this, because there was no evidence the boy had done anything wrong. So you see, Ben Hall had been wronged by his wife and wronged by the police and he could see no way out and I think that’s what made him take to bushranging.

Having met Mr Ben Hall in Canowindra I can truthfully say that it is probably due to him that nothing bad happened there, he was what my mother calls a ‘calming influence’. He was respectful to women, and kind to children, and he didn’t try to pick a fight with any of the men either. He wasn’t sullen like O’Meally or jumpy like Burke or arrogant like Gilbert.

Mrs Parmenter (who’s the landlady where we are staying) also says that Ben has never allowed the others to hold up or rob from anyone who was good to him in the old days, and that includes her.

I think Ben Hall was trying hard to live a good life, but it took a turn for the worst through no fault of his own, and then Sir Frederick persecuting him unjustly was the last straw.

Of course, I don’t say he was right to become a bushranger, but you can understand how it happened.

I asked my parents and Mrs Parmenter too what they thought, and they said the same thing. And they are good people, who would never dream of becoming bushrangers! Mrs Parmenter even reported that people call him ‘Bold Ben Hall’ and she said people who are truly bad are never called ‘bold’. She also says that he has a relative (on his wife’s side) called Mr JJ Harpur, who is a journalist and a member of Parliament. Mr JJ Harpur defended Ben Hall and said in parliament that Sir Frederick has not behaved well – and Sir Frederick was so angry about it that he even threatened Mr Harpur with a whip!

So that’s my report, Mr Sam Turner. I am sure now you can see that Ben Hall is not the villain that you imagine.

With cordial wishes,
Lily Jordan
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Sam shook his head as he reread Lily’s report, which she had delivered to him that afternoon. She had not stopped to talk to him much because, as she had told him, she was expected back at Mrs Parmenter’s very shortly. Mr Nicolas, who was a keen photographer, was going to be taking a picture of the Jordan family, and she had to get ready for that.

You had to wear your best clothes, she explained, and make sure your hair was smooth and you had to then stand there frozen in one spot for quite a while so the photograph would fix properly … Or something like that … Sam didn’t quite remember.

He’d never had his photograph taken before but had often thought one day he would like to – maybe when he became a Cobb and Co driver and could pose in their smart uniform.

Someone had told him that Ben Hall had his photograph taken once, back when he was just a young farmer and not a bushranger yet, and that he had looked very fine in that picture …

Ha! Sam snorted to himself, fine is as fine does!

He rather suspected that Hall’s good looks turned the heads of people who should know better. Just because he was handsome, didn’t mean he couldn’t be a villain. And just because he had better manners than the other bushrangers, didn’t mean he couldn’t be a villain. Some villains could be charming. They didn’t all have to be rough and brutal.

It was wrong to be a bushranger, he thought, glancing again at Lily’s report, no matter what had happened to you. Plenty of people had family troubles. Plenty of people had sad things happen to them. But they didn’t all then throw in their lot with bad people like Frank Gardiner. And you couldn’t just blame Gardiner, either. Hall had a choice. He made the wrong one. And he had been on the wrong path ever since.

Sam scribbled on the back of the report, noting all these things. Then he added, And it’s not true Sir Frederick had a particular bone against Hall, he arrested whoever was suspected of involvement in the gang. Nobody knows if Sir Frederick gave the order to burn the Hall homestead – some say it was the new owner who did that. And that boy, Ben Hall’s brother-in-law, who died in the prison cell, that was sad, yes, but it wasn’t Sir F’s fault – nobody knew he was so sick. As to Mr Harpur, well, you can’t believe everything you hear.

Actually, Sam didn’t know much about Mr Harpur – JJ Harpur, that is. Though he had read and quite liked the poetry of his brother, Charles Harpur. Still, he had heard Mr JJ Harpur was something of a firebrand, and he also knew there had been a spat between him and Sir Frederick earlier that year in Sydney.

But that still didn’t prove anything about Ben Hall, did it?
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Meanwhile, a few streets away at Mrs Parmenter’s place, Lily had excused herself after the photography session, which had been held in the back garden – thank goodness she no longer had to stand rooted to the spot in the hot sun with a fixed smile on her face – and headed back into the cool of the house to reread Sam’s report on Sir Frederick Pottinger.

She’d skimmed it quickly once before, but now she wanted to study it carefully, so she knew what to say to Sam when they met up again. That wouldn’t be tomorrow because it was a rest day for the theatre company so her parents didn’t need to work. Instead, they’d arranged a picnic with a couple of the other actors, as well as the Reymonds and Monsieur Nicolas. Mrs Parmenter had been invited but she said she was too old and liked her comfort too much to sit about on damp prickly grass with bull ants and the odd snake in attendance.

Lily liked picnics and she was used to being with only adults most of the time, but she did wish Sam could be there tomorrow. Only he couldn’t, because he’d be sure to be working, and besides, she hadn’t really told her parents about him. Not that she thought they’d disapprove, they weren’t snobs or anything – far from it. But it was a bit like the play she was writing … she didn’t know how it would turn out, this friendship with Sam. Or if it was even a friendship, because they did seem to argue a fair bit … especially about Ben Hall and Frederick Pottinger.

Sighing, she bent her attention to his report. And soon found herself feeling hot again, with indignation this time. Sam had written about Sir Frederick as if he had been hard done by, when the truth – if you read between the lines – was that he had done bad things, but had got away with it because of who he was!

For example, if he had been a poor man, like Ben Hall’s father – the ‘trouble’ he had run into in England might have put him on a convict ship to New South Wales, instead of skipping off as a free settler. And the other trouble he’d been in later, when he’d been involved in a brawl, and also the death of Ben’s poor brother-in-law, which had earned him a reprimand from the authorities – if he’d not been Sir Frederick, but plain Mr Pottinger, would they have just let him get away with such shameful behaviour?

It’s not right, she scribbled fiercely, in pencil, and it sets such a bad example! Why should people respect someone like that? And yes, he might look like an elegant gentleman and yes, he has fine manners with people he wants to impress – but the other side of him is not good at all. He pursues bushrangers because they break the law, but he has done nothing about his own misdeeds. It is like the saying, that ‘if you live in a glass house you should not throw stones’. Because one day, a stone might come back to land on your glass house and break it to bits. 

There!

That would show him, she thought.

So maybe Sir Frederick had been kind to Sam, and of course he felt grateful for that. But Ben Hall had been kind to her and Jack too, and why shouldn’t she be grateful for that as well?

She heard footsteps in the hall and only just had time to crumple the report back into her pocket before her father and Monsieur Nicolas came in, carrying the camera and chatting animatedly about the wonders of photography.

‘Ah, there you are, Lily,’ her father said, ‘lurking about in the dark when it’s still bright outside. Writing again, I suppose,’ he added, spotting the pencil.

‘I was going to—’ Lily began.

But her father interrupted, saying, in a jolly tone, to Monsieur Nicolas, ‘My daughter is a keen writer and a keen observer. You should be careful what you say and do, Auguste – everything goes into that notebook of hers.’

Lily blushed, but Monsieur Nicolas only smiled.

‘Every young person should have a notebook in which to record the peculiar behaviour of their elders,’ said the Frenchman. ‘I myself did at your age, Mademoiselle Jordan, and it is one of the regrets of my life that it was lost sometime in my later years.’

He sounded so kind, and so understanding, that Lily said, a little shyly, ‘Thank you, Monsieur Nicolas. May I ask you a question?’

‘Of course,’ he said, still smiling.

‘Do you think that Ben Hall has been wronged?’

‘Lily,’ protested her father, ‘what sort of a question is that?’

But Monsieur Nicolas didn’t seem to mind.

‘It is an interesting question,’ he said. ‘And I am not sure of the answer. Sir Frederick Pottinger speaks ill of him, of course. But other people, including your family, speak of him in a different way.’ He paused, then went on, ‘It strikes me that if it was the old days, perhaps Mr Hall and Sir Frederick would have had a duel to settle things between them.’

Lily knew from reading The Three Musketeers that a duel meant two men who had a dispute with each other would fight each other, face to face, one on one, with swords or pistols, until one of them was dead. There were also two others present at a duel – they were known as the ‘seconds’, each of whom supported one of the duellists. The seconds would hand them their weapons and give the signal for the duel to start and stop.

Duels had been illegal for a long time now, but Lily remembered her mother saying that, in France at least, they still occasionally happened, in secret.

‘But I think,’ Monsieur Nicolas went on, ‘that in our day, their duel is still being fought, but in a different way. And perhaps the rest of us are their seconds, lining up on either side.’
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The next day, Sam had almost finished work when a familiar but unexpected voice hailed him from the stable doorway.

‘Polly!’ he exclaimed. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘I was given a bit of time off,’ Polly said, smiling. ‘So I thought I’d come and visit my favourite cousin.’

Sam snorted, but he was pleased.

‘Did you come here with Archie?’ he asked.

Archie was Polly’s older brother, and the proud owner of a sulky – a small fast carriage that could take two people. He had a flourishing business picking up and dropping off goods and the occasional passenger.

Polly nodded. ‘He’s picking up something for the Harrisons.’

Sam knew the Harrisons were neighbours of Polly’s parents.

‘We’re going back the day after tomorrow,’ she went on, ‘but I thought tonight we could go to the theatre?’

Sam was puzzled for a moment, then he remembered. Of course. She’d met Lily.

‘You can’t,’ he said. ‘There’s no show tonight. And they went on a picnic today. The actors, I mean.’

‘Oh.’ Polly looked dismayed for a moment, then her eyes narrowed. ‘How do you know that?’ she asked.

‘Because Lily told me,’ he said, enjoying the surprised look that came over her face. Briefly, he told her how he and Lily had met, and what they’d done since then.

‘She’ll be glad to know you are here,’ he finished, adding with a grin, ‘especially as she shares your notions about Ben Hall.’

Polly shrugged. ‘Unlike some people who think they know everything about people they have never even clapped eyes on,’ – she stared meaningfully at Sam – ‘and instead believe everything that comes out of the mouth of a boaster and a brawler.’

‘Rather that than a bushranger,’ Sam retorted. He wasn’t offended or cross, because this was a familiar argument between him and his cousin.

Polly wasn’t listening, anyway.

‘Where is Lily staying? I need to tell her something important.’

‘What?’ asked Sam.

She waved that away. ‘You won’t be interested.’

‘How do you know that?’

‘Because you’re not interested in Ben Hall’s doings.’

‘I am so!’ Sam said, annoyed. ‘I just don’t approve. There’s a difference.’

‘Is there really?’ said Polly, crossing her arms.

‘You know there is! And anyway, I do know where Lily is staying but I won’t tell you if you won’t let me come with you when you go to see her.’

Polly narrowed her eyes. ‘You are a nosy creature, Sam Turner!’

‘Maybe, but I’m also your favourite cousin,’ he said, grinning.

‘Oh, very well! You can come along then,’ she said, softening.

‘Right then, we’ll go there straight after I finish here,’ he said, briskly.

Polly gave him a suspicious look. ‘I thought you said they were on a picnic.’

‘Well, they’ll be back by then, I’m sure,’ Sam said. He hadn’t told Polly that he’d never actually been to Mrs Parmenter’s house, and that he only knew the Jordans were staying there because Lily had said so. But he knew where the house was – everyone in Forbes knew Mrs Parmenter – and he was sure nobody would mind if he and Polly turned up.

Besides, he was burning with curiosity to find out what it was that Polly wanted to tell Lily.

[image: ]

The picnic had not gone quite as expected. In fact, it had been a downright disaster.

Firstly, the contents of the carefully-packed picnic basket ended up scattered all over the grass when Andrew Wolfe – who had insisted on carrying it – tried to jump down from a high bank, tripped, and sent the basket flying. His wife Margaret then upbraided him in no uncertain terms, accusing him of showing off before the others, and so he stormed off. Then, as Lily’s father and the other two actors, Dan Rossi and Victor Evans, tried to gather up all the scattered food as best they could, a bull ant bit Mr Rossi on the hand, making him yelp in pain.

When they finally made their way to the picnic spot, they discovered they had forgotten to pack any napkins, or a knife to cut the cold chicken – which was itself somewhat the worse for wear after its tumble on the grass. So it had to be torn apart with bare hands, which caused Mrs Wolfe to remark acidly that it was hardly the elegant meal she’d been promised, and then Lily’s mother, who had been very patient till now, snapped and said that nobody had promised elegance, this was a picnic in the bush, and she should stop complaining, for heaven’s sake! Mrs Wolfe, who was very thin-skinned, took offence at that, and so she stormed off too, compelling Dan, who was in awe of her, to go with her (to protect her in case of danger, she claimed).

And so the Jordans were just left with the very shy Victor and the very talkative manager Mr Richards, and that was a bit of a trial in itself. When finally Mr Richards declared it was time he got going, the Jordans were therefore more than ready to follow suit, trudge back to Mrs Parmenter’s calm house and recover from the ordeal of the picnic.

‘Never again,’ said Lily’s mother, when they had safely closed the door, ‘will I go on a picnic, anywhere, with the Wolfes! What possessed us to go along!’

‘There’s a reason the Wolfes aren’t our friends,’ agreed Lily’s father, ‘it’s hard enough having to tread the boards with them. But we have to stay on good terms with them, they are the lead actors after all. They are the ones people come to see.’

‘You mean the ones who always push themselves forward,’ said Lily’s mother, crossly.

‘But you’re much better actors than they are!’ chimed in Lily, loyally.

Mrs Parmenter came into the hall at that moment.

‘So how did the picnic go?’ she asked. But she quickly answered her own question when she saw their dishevelled appearance. ‘I see. Would a pot of tea be welcome, perhaps?’

‘It certainly would,’ said Lily’s parents, together. But Lily didn’t much like tea. And she didn’t much fancy going over the events of the picnic again. Experiencing them had been quite enough. Instead, she excused herself and went to her room.

An hour or so later, she was still happily scribbling down the latest scene in her play, in which a picnic about to turn into disaster was rescued just in time by her main character, when she heard a knock at the front door.

Maybe the Wolfes had come to apologise, she thought.

And maybe pigs might grow wings and fly through the air, too, she thought, smiling to herself.

She got up from her chair and went out into the hall, just in time to see Mrs Parmenter open it and say, ‘What are you two young scallywags doing here?’

Lily couldn’t see who was there, as the old lady was standing solidly in the doorway, but then she heard a familiar voice.

‘Mrs Parmenter, is Lily Jordan in?’

Then another voice, also familiar, added, ‘Sam, that’s not very polite! Sorry, Mrs Parmenter. We hope we aren’t disturbing you, but we wondered if we might perhaps speak to Miss Jordan. We don’t need to come inside if you’d rather we didn’t, of course.’

‘Polly!’ Lily said, not even waiting for Mrs Parmenter’s answer. ‘I am so glad to see you! And Sam too,’ she added, quickly. ‘Did you—’ Then she saw Mrs Parmenter’s expression, and broke off, with a mumbled, ‘Sorry …’

Mrs Parmenter looked at her, then back at the two on the doorstep. ‘You’d better come in,’ she said, at last.
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First, of course, they had to go to the sitting room, so Sam and Polly could be introduced to Lily’s parents, who had heard quite a bit about Polly from Lily, but had never actually met her at the Canowindra Hotel, as she was always in the kitchens – and they had no idea who Sam was at all. But he simply introduced himself as ‘Polly’s cousin’, and that was enough to satisfy them, so Lily didn’t have to explain the fact that she’d known him for a few days already.

She’d tell them later, she thought. It wasn’t important.

And after a few moments of slightly awkward conversation, the three young people were able to head off on their own to Lily’s room, where the two girls sat on the bed and Sam took the rather rickety chair.

‘Polly has something important to tell you,’ he announced to Lily.

Polly shot him a glare.

‘I can speak for myself, thank you, Sam!’ Turning to Lily, she said, ‘Are you going back to Bathurst soon?’

Lily stared at her. ‘Actually, we are. I heard Mr Richards – that’s the manager – say today we’re going back there earlier than we thought. Why?’

‘Because I was hoping you might deliver something to someone in Bathurst.’ Both Sam and Lily were staring at her now as she went on. ‘It’s important. Really.’

Sam remembered what she’d said earlier, and felt a prickle of unease. He was about to speak when Polly said, rapidly, ‘It’s for Mrs Clarke and Jack.’

‘Who are they?’ Sam said, puzzled.

But Lily’s face had cleared. ‘Oh, that will be all right,’ she said. To Sam, she said, ‘They were people we met in the Canowindra Hotel.’

‘Oh.’ Sam was relieved. Polly must have been teasing him, he thought, about it having to do with Ben Hall.

‘I can’t deliver it myself and I can’t send it in the mail,’ Polly said, reaching into the pocket of her coat and withdrawing a small flat parcel, tied up with brown paper and string, ‘so I thought of you, Lily – as I knew you would be going back to Bathurst.’

Lily eyed the parcel. ‘What’s in it?’

Polly looked at her, then at Sam.

‘Papers,’ she said at last. ‘Papers to help them.’

‘Help them with what?’ Sam asked, quite confused. Even after Polly briefly explained the situation Mrs Clarke and her child were in, he was still confused.

‘But how could you possibly have papers to help them?’ he asked.

Lily was also looking puzzled. ‘And what sort of papers could help them?’ she said.

Polly frowned. ‘Look, all I can say is that they will help, and that they were given to me by someone who wants to help.’

‘Does Archie know about this?’ Sam asked. Polly hesitated a moment before nodding, but Sam wasn’t at all sure that was the truth.

But before he could say any more, Polly turned to Lily, saying, ‘I promise you it will help them. You know how much they need help. Can you promise to me you’ll deliver the parcel to them?’

‘You can’t just—’ Sam began, but Lily interrupted.

She looked straight at Polly. ‘I promise. But what do I say to Mrs Clarke? I mean … about who it’s from?’

‘Just say it’s from someone who wishes them well,’ said Polly. And she handed the parcel to Lily.

A little tingle ran up Lily’s spine as she touched it, for faintly, she could smell a scent that she half-recognised.

A scent of woodsmoke and fresh grass, combined … She wrinkled her nose, trying to place it exactly. And then—

She started as it suddenly came to her.

That same smell lingering a little as Ben Hall left the room … 

Meeting Polly’s glance, she nodded.

‘Then that’s what I’ll say,’ she said, and tucked the little parcel firmly under her mattress.

‘Good.’ Now that Polly had accomplished what she’d set out to do, she visibly relaxed.

Sam, who hadn’t missed Lily’s start, or the glance between the two girls, and of course remembered Polly’s own hint earlier, didn’t need to ask about the identity of the mysterious ‘well-wisher’.

But other questions kept flooding into his mind …

Was his cousin really in the business of running errands for a gang of bushrangers? Did she have any idea how dangerous that could be – for her, and probably for Lily too?

What if the police found out? And what were these ‘important papers’, anyway – messages, plans, secret documents?

Maybe the gang was planning another raid on Bathurst …

His mind raced. Never mind that Polly and Lily clearly believed that this ‘Mrs Clarke’ really was who she said she was – he himself thought that she must actually be an accomplice of the gang … otherwise why would Ben Hall be sending the papers to her?

He didn’t want to talk to anyone else about it – he didn’t want to get the girls into trouble. But he had to find out more somehow, before it was too late …

How, though?

The parcel was now stowed under Lily’s mattress. He could hardly rummage in there while the girls were here.

There had to be another way …

Questions swirled in Lily’s head too. But she didn’t want to ask Polly while Sam was there. If it was indeed Ben Hall who had given Polly the parcel of papers, then Sam would definitely not approve. And he might try and stop her giving the parcel to Mrs Clarke.

But she was also puzzled. Why would Mr Hall pass on papers to Mrs Clarke, and how could that possibly help her?

I have to have a look inside that parcel, just to check.

But she had a feeling Polly wouldn’t like her doing that. She hadn’t exactly said, ‘don’t open the parcel’, but she also hadn’t said that Lily could open it …

No, Lily thought. She’d have to do it while she was totally on her own.

In the meantime …

‘It’s a bit stuffy in here,’ she said. ‘Maybe we could go for a little walk.’
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The shadows had lengthened and the air had cooled quite a bit as they walked along the main street, stopping now and again to peer into shop windows. At least, Polly and Lily, walking arm in arm, did so, while Sam followed behind them, kicking at the dust, his mind racing. He had more than a sneaking suspicion that their current outing was all a cover for the girls to have a whispered conversation about the mysterious parcel, so he made sure that he kept close to them.

Disappointingly though, he heard nothing of any interest. It seemed as though, by unspoken mutual agreement, they’d decided not to broach that subject at all. Instead, it was all just idle chit-chat.

They were on their second turn of the main street when they ran into Mr Nicolas. Sam knew him by sight as the Frenchman’s business meant he often travelled on the coaches, but he’d never spoken to him. Now, as Lily introduced them and Mr Nicolas doffed his hat to the girls, shook Sam’s hand, exchanged greetings, and patiently answered Polly’s questions about France, Sam thought that he seemed like a decent sort of fellow.

As Mr Nicolas spoke, Sam’s mind turned to his grandfather, on his father’s side. His grandfather had been born in Britain and had come out to Australia when he was seventeen, but could still remember the Napoleonic wars, when for twelve years, French armies (under their Emperor, Napoleon Bonaparte), had waged war against the British – as well as against the Germans, the Spanish, the Russians and a whole host of others. Napoleon had finally been defeated in 1815, but anti-French sentiment still lingered in some quarters, and certainly Sam’s grandfather had never forgotten. Sam could remember several stories the old man had told him, mostly about how the French couldn’t be trusted.

But now, his grandfather was gone – and his old-fashioned views too, Sam thought. The only French people he’d met in his life, Monsieur Nicolas and Lily’s mother, seemed like good people. And besides, these days people thought of the French not as the enemy, but as the pinnacle of style and manners. Everyone loved Paris fashions. Even here, you could see in the shop window a display of hats with ‘the latest model from Paris’ proudly displayed beside them. And that gave Sam an idea …

‘Mr Nicolas,’ he said, breaking into the conversation, ‘may I ask you a question?’

‘Of course,’ said Mr Nicolas.

‘Do you have bushrangers in France?’ Sam asked, noting with satisfaction that Polly and Lily looked startled.

‘We don’t call them that, but yes, there are such people, in isolated rural spots in France. For instance, in the region I come from, in the Alps, people used to talk about one who had haunted the roads. We call them voleurs de grand chemin, which means—’

‘Robbers of the big road, or the highway,’ said Lily, promptly, making Mr Nicolas smile.

‘Yes, that is so. Robbers of the highway, because they hold up travellers on the road. But there are not so many as here,’ he added, with a twinkle. ‘And they certainly don’t hold up entire hotels and have parties there.’

Polly grinned. ‘Our bushrangers are more interesting then!’

‘In a way, I suppose,’ said Mr Nicolas. ‘I haven’t heard of any of our voleurs paying the bills of travellers in hotels. But maybe some might have been dashing and had good manners towards ladies, the way it seems some do here.’

This was exactly the sort of thing Sam had been hoping for when he asked his question.

‘Would they help ladies if they needed it?’ he asked, trying to sound casual.

‘I imagine so, if they were that sort of bushranger,’ Mr Nicolas said. ‘Or if the ladies in question could be of help to them, in some way … innocently or not.’

‘What sort of way would that be?’ Sam asked, ignoring Polly’s annoyed expression.

Mr Nicolas shrugged. ‘Passing messages, I suppose, mostly,’ he said. ‘Ladies can do those kinds of things without attracting as much suspicion as a man would. Children too,’ he added, giving them a wink.

Lily looked thoughtful at these words, which was just what Sam had hoped for.

But before he could ask the Frenchman another, even more pointed question, Polly piped up.

‘Begging your pardon, Mr Nicolas, but we need to get Lily back home, it’s getting late and her parents will be worried.’

‘Of course,’ Mr Nicolas said. ‘I am sure they will be glad to know their daughter has such good friends.’

And doffing his hat to them, he walked away.
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Lily was indignant.

‘You don’t need to take me back home! I know the way.’

Polly didn’t answer her but rounded on Sam instead.

‘Why did you have to ask Mr Nicolas all those questions? What were you trying to do?’

Sam widened his eyes. Lily could see him do it. He probably thought it made him look innocent, she thought, but really it made him look like a frog. ‘You asked him a lot of questions too,’ he said at last.

‘Not those sorts!’ Polly flashed back. ‘What were you trying to do, Sam Turner?’

But Lily had had quite enough. She was annoyed with Sam, but annoyed with Polly too. They thought that because they were older and had jobs, they could treat her like a child. And she didn’t feel like listening to their squabbles, either.

‘Good night, I’m going back to Mrs Parmenter’s,’ she said, and without waiting for an answer, she stalked off.

Polly went after her.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said, as she caught up. ‘Sam can be so … well, anyway, he’s actually quite nice and he is in fact my favourite cousin, but he always thinks he knows better. And he is so nosy!’

Lily cast a glance over her shoulder and saw Sam still standing in the place where they’d left him. He hadn’t made any move to follow them and she felt a little sorry for him.

Turning back to Polly, she said, ‘I suppose I can be nosy too. I like to know things.’

‘I suppose I do, too,’ said Polly, ‘but there’s nosy and there’s nosy.’ She looked at Lily. ‘We could meet tomorrow, maybe have a picnic?’

‘I’d love to, but I can’t,’ said Lily, sadly. ‘I have to do schoolwork and, in the afternoon, I have to help at the theatre. We are having an afternoon performance. But,’ she added, brightening, ‘maybe you could come to that?’

‘Ooh, could I?’ said Polly, beaming. ‘I’d love to!’

‘Tell Sam to come too. Only you and he must not fight. And don’t treat me like I’m Jack’s age either!’

Polly gave her a startled look. ‘What? – Oh. No. We didn’t mean—’

‘I will see you tomorrow at the theatre,’ Lily said, grandly waving a hand, and went off down the street towards Mrs Parmenter’s house, leaving a nonplussed Polly staring after her.

Back in her room, Lily closed the door. Sliding her hand in under the mattress, she drew out the thin flat parcel Polly had given her. She stared at it for a moment before taking a deep breath and beginning to carefully undo the string around the parcel. It had been secured with a couple of knots and she had to work at it for a while before she finally unpicked them, pushed aside the string, unfolded the brown paper, and stared in astonishment at the contents.

There was a small notebook, with blank pages. And inside the notebook, five folded bank notes, each £1 (one pound) in value, making £5 altogether!

Five pounds was quite a bit of money – with it you could maybe rent rooms, or buy enough groceries for a few weeks, or do many other things. It would certainly make a nice little nest egg for a start.

Lily looked carefully in the parcel for anything else. But there was nothing.

She sat there for a moment, looking at the money tucked into the little book, her heart racing. This was what Polly had meant by ‘papers that would help’. Lily hadn’t even imagined she meant bank notes.

It was a generous thing to do, to give away money like that, to someone who needed it. But Lily’s throat felt a little dry as she thought … if Ben Hall gave this money (which she was pretty much certain he had) it had to have come from a robbery …

And that was why Polly wouldn’t say what it was – at least, not in front of Sam. Because she knew that.

Polly probably hadn’t received the money from Ben Hall himself – but maybe someone in her family had. Her mother, who knew his sister, perhaps? That would make sense. But it would look less suspicious if the money should then be passed on to Mrs Clarke, not by adults, but by two young girls.

Herself and Polly.

Slowly, Lily rewrapped the little book with its hidden banknotes, and tied the string carefully around it, exactly as it had been. She looked at it lying in her lap. Now she knew what was in it, but almost wished that she didn’t. Because now she’d feel nervous about it until she could finally hand it over to Mrs Clarke.

What if Mrs Parmenter’s maid found it when she was cleaning? What if Mrs Parmenter or her parents found it? She’d have so much explaining to do!

Maybe under the mattress wasn’t such a good place to hide it, after all.

‘Lily! Teatime!’

Her father’s voice outside the door made her jump.

She leapt up. ‘Coming, Papa!’

Wildly, she looked around, and suddenly realised where the parcel had to go: in the hidden pocket of her other dress, which hung in the wardrobe (she had worn her better dress for the outing today).

Under her own notebook and pencil, it could be stowed easily. Neither the maid, nor Mrs Parmenter had any reason to look in it, and her parents were used to her carrying things around in that pocket and wouldn’t think of checking it.

Carefully, she stowed the little parcel – thank goodness it was so thin and flat! – in the pocket of the dress, closed the wardrobe and went out of the room to meet her parents, suddenly feeling very hungry indeed.
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BY OUR SPECIAL CORRESPONDENT

The latest outrage by the Hall and Gilbert bushranging gang has resulted in the death of one of their members, Mickey Burke, who was shot during a raid conducted by the gang on October 24, at the Rockley home, near Bathurst, of Mr Henry Keightley, Gold Commissioner for the district.

At the time, Mr Keightley and his wife Caroline had visitors, including Mrs Keightley’s father, Mr Rotton, and her four-year-old half-sister Lily Rotton, and an English friend, Dr Pechey. Mr Keightley, being well-acquainted with the doings of the gang, and knowing that they might have a grudge against him, due to his outspokenness about bushrangers, had fortified his house accordingly and was well-prepared. However, the bushrangers had disguised themselves as policemen, and Mr Keightley and Dr Pechey, who were outside the house at the time, at first were fooled by the five horsemen who approached the property. Upon hearing a shout of ‘Bail up!’ however, they realised their mistake and made a dash for the house, only just reaching it in time. The Keightley family was inside the house, as was their housekeeper, Mrs Baldock.

The house was then surrounded in a semi-circle by the five bushrangers: Hall, Gilbert, Vane, Dunn and Burke; with shots taken at Mr Keightley and Dr Pechey as they stood in the doorway returning fire, then ducking back under cover. In the ensuing firefight, Mickey Burke was shot, but it is not clear as to whether Mr Keightley shot him, or a stray bullet from one of the other gang members hit him. The bushrangers, however, certainly believed it to be Keightley.

Crying out, ‘I’m done for, but I’ll not be taken alive!’ Mickey Burke fell to the ground and soon died from his injuries. The bushrangers were furious at the loss of their mate, and fired even more fiercely at Mr Keightley, who, realising he and his friend would soon be out of ammunition, and fearing for the safety of his family and friends, as Gilbert had threatened to burn the house down, decided he had to surrender.

The gang accepted his surrender but the more hot-headed ones wanted to kill Keightley, as revenge for the death of Burke. It was Ben Hall who stopped this from happening, and who proposed an alternative plan: Mr Keightley would be taken as a prisoner to a nearby hill which had a commanding view of the area, while Mrs Keightley and Dr Pechey would be sent to Bathurst to pick up five hundred pounds in cash. Dr Pechey would then bring it back, alone, and hand over the money to the bushrangers. If he did not do so, or if he brought the police, Mr Keightley would be shot. It is interesting to note that 500 pounds is the exact amount of the reward that Mr Keightley could have claimed for killing Burke, and thus ending his bushranging career.

One can imagine the terror that poor Mrs Keightley must have suffered as she rode through the countryside with Dr Pechey, hoping that her husband would be safe amongst Burke’s resentful mates, and hoping that there would be no trouble getting the money without hindrance – the money that would preserve her husband’s life. In this instance, readers will be relieved to know that there was no trouble, and Dr Pechey returned, alone, as agreed, with the money and without the police. Mr Keightley was freed, as agreed, and later reported that he had been treated well by the bushrangers, despite their loss, that he had spoken at some length with them, and that Hall in particular had ensured a calm atmosphere prevailed.

After arranging that the body of their dead mate would be carried back to his parents’ property, where it was eventually buried, the rest of the gang then melted away into the countryside, five hundred pounds richer, but one man short. Police patrols were sent to look for them, but no trace of them has been found so far, despite higher rewards being offered for their capture.
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In the dressing room behind the stage, Lily laid the newspaper down, her heart beating fast. Clearly, this had been nothing like the raid on Canowindra, which had been almost peaceful, despite the dramatic situation.

She hadn’t spoken to Mickey Burke, during those three days in the hotel, but she remembered the small, stocky young man, with his jumpy manner.

And now he was dead …

Well, Sam would say that was to be expected, when you chose to be a bushranger, but it still made her wince.

Then she repressed a shiver, thinking of her namesake Lily Rotton, Mrs Keightley’s little half-sister – trapped in the house with the sound of gunshots and yelling all around her. She must have been so scared. She was only four, the same age as Jack Clarke …

The Jordans had been in Bathurst for a couple of days now, but so far, Lily hadn’t managed to go to see the Clarkes. Polly had told her the address, and though Bathurst was a bigger town than Forbes, Lily had a reasonable idea where to go. Still, she had not been given the opportunity to go off on her own. The company was getting ready for the opening night, and rehearsals were in full swing. Lily herself had to do schoolwork in the morning and then be dogsbody at the theatre all afternoon, so she had no time to do anything else.

At first the little parcel, which she carried around everywhere, felt like it was burning a hole in the pocket of her dress. But after a while she got used to it, and even half-forgot it was there in the rush to get everything else done.

She missed Sam and Polly, though – those last couple of days in Forbes had gone past in a flash, and now she was far away from both of them. Sam back in Forbes – Polly back in Canowindra. Lily had told them where she was staying, in another boarding-house with her parents. They would be in Bathurst at least three weeks – or even more, if the run went well. But she wasn’t at all sure either of her friends would be able to come. She certainly couldn’t go to them.

On that final night in Forbes, Polly and Sam had come along to see the play – the first time either of them had ever seen a performance of Macbeth – and they’d enjoyed it immensely.

Afterwards, at Lily’s request, they had been invited to meet the cast, and Polly had declared that if only she had the talent, she would love to live like that – going around the countryside and being greeted excitedly wherever you went. Sam had chimed in that he planned to live like that too, only as a Cobb and Co driver, rather than as an actor, and Polly had scoffed at that and said they weren’t to be compared. But Lily thought he had a point.

And also, she felt that they were lucky.

Both older than her, not having to go to some stuffy old school, they could pretty much make their own decisions. She had told them about what was looming for her thirteenth birthday – the school in Sydney that she dreaded – and they had commiserated. Neither of them would have liked it, though Polly said wistfully she’d love to go to Sydney one day, and snorted disbelievingly when Lily said it was not that wonderful, and besides, any place could be boring when you were doing boring things.

Like going to a stuffy school …

Now here she was, on her own again. Well, not exactly on her own, as she was with her parents and the rest of the company – but without friends her own age, or close to it, anyway.

She sighed. She knew she’d have to find the time to go to the Clarkes’ soon.

She and Polly hadn’t talked about her mission, after that first time. They were mostly with Sam, anyway, and they didn’t want him to overhear. But now, Lily wished she could talk to the other girl, to ask if she thought that what the newspaper reported – what had happened at the Keightleys’ – made any difference. What difference, she wasn’t sure. But she had an uneasy feeling that maybe it had made her errand more dangerous and her actions harder to explain.

Yes, Mr Keightley and his family had not been harmed, in the end – but it had been a close-run thing. What if Ben Hall had not been able to stop the others from shooting Mr Keightley? What if Gilbert had burnt the house down, with those people inside?

It made her feel a little sick, imagining what could have happened.

And what if Mrs Clarke guessed the money came from Ben Hall? Would she refuse it? What if she reported Lily to the police?

I might be sent to prison, she thought, fearfully.

Maybe I should just get rid of the money – bury it somewhere, or hide it where no one can find it. 

But what if Ben Hall found out the money had not been delivered? Maybe he’d blame Polly. And that wouldn’t be right.

‘Lily, are you ready to go?’

Her mother’s voice, sounding rather impatient, made Lily jump as she realised Adelaide had asked her that question already.

Rehearsals were clearly over.

‘Oh. Yes. Sorry, Mama, I was just thinking.’

‘Take care, then,’ said her father, appearing now. ‘Too much thinking makes the head explode – bang – like a firework,’ he added, grinning and ruffling her hair.

Lily gave a reluctant smile.

It wasn’t really funny, but he was her father and she could hardly tell him that she thought it was really silly.

And annoying.

But her mother read her expression and said, ‘But not enough thinking makes the head into cold mashed potatoes, isn’t that right, Lily?’

Lily gave her a real smile, and was about to say something when her father caught sight of the newspaper headline.

Picking it up, his glance flicking over the article, he said, ‘Well, well, another exploit by our bushranger hosts, eh! And close to Bathurst, this time. Are they following us around, do you think? Maybe they want their own private performance.’

‘Don’t joke about such things,’ said Lily’s mother, rather sharply. ‘And let’s get back. The Wilsons will be expecting us for teatime and you know what they are like.’

The Wilsons were the pair of sisters who kept the boarding-house. Unlike Mrs Parmenter back in Forbes, they were exceedingly prim and proper and kept to strict routines. They gave the impression they did not think much of acting as a profession, but at least they kept their opinions to themselves, only declining in some agitation an offer of tickets for the opening night. It wasn’t exactly the most cosy or welcoming place to stay, but it was clean, tidy and surprisingly comfortable. And the younger sister was also a surprisingly good cook, so that helped.

In Bathurst, none of the company was lodged together, but scattered around town. The other guests in the Wilson house were a middle-aged couple by the name of Porter, and though Lily’s parents had tried to engage them in conversation, they did not really respond beyond polite smiles. You only saw them at the meal table and even then, sometimes the Wilsons would take a tray to their room. And they hardly seemed to go out.

‘It’s as if they are hiding from something, or someone,’ Lily’s father had mused.

Perhaps they were, Lily thought, as they walked back to the boarding-house. Perhaps they had a deep, dark secret. Perhaps she could include them in her play. It had stalled a bit – first, because of the reports she and Sam had written – then Polly’s visit – and then the trip to Bathurst and settling-in. But she would take it out again tonight after supper, she decided, and begin a new scene.


[image: ]

Sam had also read about the Keightley incident. It had made him even more indignant about the gang.

How dare they do such things – terrorising people in their own homes! Keightley and his friend Pechey had been brave, resisting the villains as they had.

He didn’t feel sorry for Mickey Burke. The bushranger might well have been just twenty, the age of Sam’s second-oldest brother John – but unlike John, Burke had taken the wrong path.

Deliberately.

He had brought his death on himself. Or perhaps that had been caused by Hall and Gilbert, who were older, more experienced – the supposed leaders, who should think of the safety of their men. But of course, they didn’t.

No honour amongst thieves, he thought.

Polly would say that Hall had prevented a massacre – and perhaps that was true. But it didn’t let him off the hook for putting all those lives at risk in the first place. Including one of his own gang members.

Plus, he was interested in the money, anyway, wasn’t he? They only spared Keightley because of the money. Blood money. Money for a life – Mickey Burke’s life. Some people might see that as a way to avenge their friend’s death. But to Sam, it seemed more like an opportunity to grab five hundred pounds. Sam was willing to wager that not much of it would find its way to Burke’s grieving family.

‘Sam! Wake up! The coach is about to come in!’

The head groom’s irritated voice sliced through his musings.

‘Sorry,’ Sam said, hurriedly finishing the harness polishing he’d taken too long over. Normally, at this time of the day, he’d have everything done and would be ready to take in the tired horses as the coach came to a stop and passengers alighted. But today, his mind had been full of other things – his Cobb and Co dreams coming a long way behind.

If before he’d been intrigued about that mysterious errand Polly had pressed on Lily, now he was concerned.

After the attack on the Keightley homestead, the police would surely redouble their efforts to catch Ben Hall’s gang – and anyone associated with them might be in for some very serious trouble. Polly might be misguided, but she was his cousin. And Lily might be silly to accept the errand, but she was a nice girl. He didn’t want either of them to get into trouble, just because they’d been foolish enough to agree to take a mysterious parcel from Ben Hall to Mrs Clarke – who he was now convinced was Hall’s accomplice.

He wished he’d done something about it earlier. But now it was too late.

He could hardly go to the police, not even to say that he suspected Mrs Clarke, because they’d want to know why he thought that. And he couldn’t explain. Because he’d never met her, so how would he know – unless he had inside information? And they would then ask questions that might lead back to Lily and Polly. There was no way he would do that.

But doing nothing didn’t seem right either.

It was only after the coach had been and gone that the idea came to him. He would go to Bathurst himself, track down Lily, and persuade her not to have anything to do with Mrs Clarke.

There was a chance she might have delivered the papers already, but from what she’d said in those last couple of days before she’d left for Bathurst, Sam had gleaned that:

a) she didn’t know where Mrs Clarke lived, and;

b) that she would be very busy and under the eyes of her parents in the first few days anyway.

So there was still a good chance she hadn’t had time to go off and find Mrs Clarke.

And even if she had delivered the messages, perhaps Sam could find out what Mrs Clarke was up to? Or at least attempt to find out.

Only then would he approach the police.

As the day wore on, he made his plans. He had enough money saved to get there, and he could stay with his aunt Felicity, his father’s sister. She and her husband Jim Wright owned a store, though in truth, it was Aunt Felicity who successfully ran it. Uncle Jim was not exactly good at business, spending most of his time at the races or the taverns instead. They didn’t have children of their own, but even though Uncle Jim was gruff and didn’t have much time for them, Aunt Felicity was always kind to Sam and his siblings when they came to visit. And he hadn’t visited in quite a while …

Time he did so again!

And he had an idea on how he could pull it off. Aunt Felicity occasionally wrote to him – Sam was one of her favourites – and in her last letter, which he’d received a couple of weeks ago, she’d mentioned the troubles she’d had trying to get a new shop assistant when her previous one had left without warning.

The next day, he told his work that he had to go to Bathurst as his aunt needed him to help out in the store for just a few days, until her new assistant could start. It was not altogether untrue – or at least, it was based on the truth. And he was fairly sure the manager would be sympathetic, because his own family owned a shop in Cowra and he knew how difficult things could be, if you couldn’t get the staff.

And that did prove to be the case. Sam could have a week off, including the time it would take to get to Bathurst and back (though without pay) and he would need to be back at work promptly seven days from now, or he’d lose his job. Sam winced a bit at that, but he readily agreed. He knew he’d have to put up with a bit of stick from the other grooms, who would have extra work to do while he was away, but he could put up with that too.

He was beginning to get rather excited now. It felt like he might be able to find valuable information which might help Sir Frederick in his dogged but so-far-fruitless quest to lay Ben Hall and his mates by the heels.
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It was late afternoon, two days later, and Lily and her parents had just turned the corner into the street where the Wilsons’ boarding-house stood, when Lily saw a familiar but unexpected figure, hovering uncertainly near the house.

‘Sam!’ she exclaimed and hurried ahead to meet him. ‘Why are you here?’ she went on, as she arrived in front of him. ‘What’s happened?’

‘Nothing,’ Sam said, looking, she thought, a bit shifty. ‘Just that my aunt needs a hand in her shop for a few days and I was allowed to take leave to come and help her.’

‘Oh.’ Lily looked at him. He hadn’t mentioned an aunt in Bathurst before, but it hadn’t come up as a subject, of course. ‘What sort of shop does she have?’

‘Mainly haberdashery, you know, buttons, threads, needles, that kind of thing. But she also stocks rolls of fabric, and she’s a dressmaker as well, though not on a big scale.’

Lily’s parents caught up to them then, and doffing his cap, he quickly added, ‘Good afternoon, Mr Jordan, Mrs Jordan.’

‘Good afternoon – er—’ said Lily’s father.

‘Sam, so nice to see you,’ his wife finished for him, discreetly, and Lily’s father smiled.

‘Of course.’ Then he frowned. ‘But I thought you lived in Forbes?’

‘He’s come to help his aunt,’ Lily said, pre-empting Sam. ‘She has a shop that sells sewing things.’

‘Sounds like a useful shop,’ said Lily’s mother, smiling at him. ‘And what a useful nephew into the bargain.’

‘Yes, with many talents,’ chimed in Lily’s father. ‘He can look after horses and help with buttons and bows! I call that a very useful nephew indeed.’

‘And what a polite one, too,’ added Lily’s mother, ‘taking the time to drop in on us.’

Lily saw the colour rise in Sam’s cheeks. She wanted to tell him that her parents didn’t mean to be facetious and embarrass him, it was just that they were in a funny mood. They had been since opening night, despite its success. After the performance, Margaret Wolfe, piqued by the fact that Adelaide Jordan had apparently got more applause as Lady Macduff than she herself had as Lady Macbeth, had said some rather unpleasant things. Lily’s father had tried to step in, but then Andrew Wolfe got involved as well. Poor Mr Richards had then tried to make peace, but ended up just getting caught in the middle and it had all concluded with the Wolfes flouncing off, Lily’s parents upset, and the celebration supper – not exactly ruined – but certainly not as jolly as it might have been.

Lily herself had not seen what had happened, as at the time she was busy picking up left-behind programs from on, or under the theatre seats (‘waste not, want not’, was Mr Richards’ motto, and reusing programs saved on printing bills). But she had heard about it (even if she had not heard the exact words Margaret Wolfe had said) from the whispered gossip in the supper room and she knew that, whilst the opinion of the majority of the cast (aside, of course, from that lickspittle Dan Rossi) was firmly on the side of the Jordans, there was still a prickle of unease about the quarrel and what might be its consequences on the show. So far, there hadn’t been any, because both the Jordans and the Wolfes were far too professional to allow their private feelings to spill onto the stage, and offstage they simply tried to keep away from each other.

But since then, Lily’s parents had been in that funny mood – a mood she couldn’t pinpoint exactly, but which slightly ruffled her. Not enough to actually worry her, but enough to make her aware that something might be brewing. Quite what, she didn’t know.

Now, looking at Sam, she said, ‘I think it’s really kind of you to help your aunt. It must be hard to run a shop.’

But to her surprise, that only made Sam colour a bit more deeply as he stammered, ‘Well … she’s always been kind to me, so I thought that …’

They waited for him to finish, but he dried up, mid-sentence.

Adelaide Jordan looked at him, smiled and said, ‘But we are forgetting our manners. Won’t you come in and have tea with us, Sam?’

‘Oh. Thank you. Yes. Thank you,’ Sam said, twisting his cap in his hands. What is up with him? Lily thought, puzzled. He’s not usually so awkward …

A suspicion entered her mind then, as she remembered his reaction when Polly had handed her the parcel. Was he in Bathurst – aunt or no aunt – to find out what had been in it?

She still hadn’t had a chance to go and see Mrs Clarke (or was it that she still hadn’t decided yet whether she ought to go and see Mrs Clarke?) – and she’d tried to put it at the back of her mind. She had almost succeeded in that too – especially after the falling-out between her parents and the Wolfes. But it still niggled away, and now, looking at Sam, her dilemma came back in full force – increased by annoyance, because why was Sam sticking his nose in, anyway? If, of course, that’s what he was doing …

She shot him a hard look – which he didn’t miss – but she couldn’t say anything in front of her parents. Instead, she had to wait all the way through tea and biscuits, with the Wilson sisters eagerly hovering – they knew Sam’s aunt’s shop well and seemed to think that the fact the Jordans knew Sam meant they might somehow be offered a special price on buttons and thread. She could see it made Sam twitchy too but it wasn’t until nearly half an hour later that he was able to get up, thank them all, and take his leave.

Lily acted quickly, saying she’d see him to the door, and followed him out.

It wasn’t until she’d opened the door and they’d stepped outside that she said, in a low voice, ‘Why are you really here, Sam? And don’t lie to me – I’ll know! ’

He looked at her, frowning, then shrugged. ‘Oh well. I suppose you might as well know. Have you given those papers to Mrs Clarke?’

She gave him a glare. ‘And if I have, what business is it of yours?’

‘Lily, I know you think that Ben Hall is some kind of hero, but I—’

‘You don’t know what I think!’ she broke in, eyes flashing. ‘I made a promise to Polly, and I am going to keep it.’

He opened his mouth to say something, then stopped and looked at her.

Immediately, she knew that she’d blundered. She should not have said, that she was going to keep the promise, but that she had kept it. That it was a done thing.

Over and done with, and that was that.

‘You still haven’t given the papers to her,’ he said, his face clearing. ‘I’m so glad. Lily, it would be such a mistake giving them to Mrs Clarke. It can’t be innocent, these messages he is getting you and Polly to pass on. They might be plans to do other bad things, or instructions for her to set up something for him, and if someone finds out that you gave them to her, someone other than me I mean, and they go to the police – then you could be in very serious trouble. You and Polly. And maybe even your parents. So that’s why I—’

He stopped as she started to laugh.

‘Plans?’ Lily said. ‘Instructions? Mrs Clarke an accomplice? Oh, Sam!’ And she laughed some more.

‘What?’ said Sam, bewildered and a little cross. ‘What’s so funny? It’s not funny, you know, carrying messages for a notorious bushranger! It could even land you in prison, or lumber you with a big fine, or the authorities could close down the show because they’d think all of you were in league with criminals!’

He was exaggerating, Lily thought, but nevertheless she wasn’t completely sure. She looked at him defiantly and said, ‘The police won’t know unless someone tells them. Will you?’

His eyes flashed. ‘Would I be here if I was going to do that?’

She tossed her head. She hadn’t really thought he’d inform on them, but the whole thing made her uneasy.

‘What are you here for then?’

‘To stop – I mean, persuade you not to pass on the messages,’ he said, promptly. ‘Or if you had passed them on, to …’ he paused then went on, ‘to find out what I could about Mrs Clarke and what her role is in the Ben Hall gang.’

Lily’s mouth fell open. She was utterly astonished.

After an instant, she found her voice. ‘Mrs Clarke and the Ben Hall gang?’ she repeated. ‘Are you completely out of your mind? Mrs Clarke is a very respectable lady, who would never have anything to do with anything or anyone who isn’t completely law-abiding. That’s why I—’ she stopped abruptly, but Sam’s eyes had narrowed and she knew she’d blundered again.

‘That’s why what?’ he said, sharply. ‘You have to tell me, Lily. You might be in trouble, but you know what they say: a trouble shared is a trouble halved.’

‘Or doubled,’ said Lily, equally sharply, but as she looked at him, she knew he was right. And she also knew something else …

Yes, he had put two and two together and made six, not four … But he hadn’t told anyone else. He’d come all this way, to talk to her. Sure, also to stick his nose in, too. But in a good way.

I can trust him, she thought.

I can really trust him.

And suddenly, it felt so good to know that she wouldn’t have to deal with this thing all by herself.

She looked at him, opened her mouth and said, ‘Sam, there’s something you need to know.’
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Sam was absolutely flabbergasted. He stared at the notes, then at Lily as she bundled them up again inside brown paper and shoved it all back into her pocket.

For the first time, he didn’t know what to say. What Lily had told him was so far from his imaginings that, as his aunt Felicity would say, ‘it took the wind right out of his sails’.

Aunt Felicity had been a little surprised to see him when he’d turned up at the shop that morning, but she’d been pleased, too. And not just because he was her favourite nephew, whom she hadn’t seen in quite a few months – but it turned out that his white lie had actually been not altogether far from the truth. She did have a new assistant, but the girl had contracted chicken pox a few days earlier, and couldn’t come back to work for another four days.

So Aunt Felicity was rather shorthanded at the shop. She also wasn’t one of those people who asked you tiresome questions about ‘who’, ‘what’, ‘where’ or ‘why’ – she was too busy for that. And so, she had just accepted Sam’s garbled explanation that it was ‘time for a visit’, and that he’d been given time off. She was just pleased to see him, she said, and so his uncle would be too. Although Sam wasn’t sure about that … Uncle Jim was never terribly friendly. Mind you, he wasn’t exactly unfriendly either, just not very interested …

The thoughts tumbled in Sam’s head as he tried to think of what to say to Lily.

Finally, he came out with, ‘I don’t understand. A man like that, he doesn’t just …’

Lily frowned. ‘Doesn’t just what? Feel sorry for a poor little boy and his sad mother and want to help them? What do you think Ben Hall is, some kind of monster?’

‘No, but … but damn – I mean – dash it all, Lily, he’s a bushranger, a robber! A man who takes money from others, not one who gives it to them.’

‘He could do both things,’ Lily said, lifting her chin. ‘Like Robin Hood.’

‘But Robin Hood is a legend from long ago!’ Sam said. ‘Ben Hall is from our time. And he’s no Robin Hood. Look at what he did to the Keightleys – and don’t say it could have been worse, I know that, but it still doesn’t make his actions right! And you might say he did nothing to any of you in Canowindra, but he and his mates still prevented you from leaving the hotel, they prevented you from going about your business and your normal lives, and—’

‘It was something I’ll never forget, nor will anyone else who was there,’ Lily broke in, eyes flashing. ‘And not in a bad way, either. If you’d been there, you would understand. And if you’d heard what Ben Hall said about the little son he missed so much and you’d seen how kind he was to Jack, and to me too, you would understand even more.’

‘But I wasn’t there,’ Sam said carefully, ‘so it’s not easy for me, you see.’ His mind was whirling, trying to square what he’d just learned with his previous assumptions.

‘I know,’ Lily said, and for the first time, she smiled, and Sam felt relieved that he hadn’t put his foot in it too much.

‘The question, I suppose, is what are we going to do?’ He saw another flash in Lily’s eyes and hurriedly amended that to, ‘What do you think we should do?’

‘You’re going to help me?’ she asked, quietly.

‘Of course. You – well, whatever you want me to do.’

He’d been about to say, ‘You can’t just hold on to that money’, but had realised just in time that would have sounded like he was ordering her around.

And he had a pretty good idea by now that wasn’t at all the right approach with Lily.

‘I’m glad,’ she said. ‘Oh Sam, I was so worried, I just didn’t know what to do! I really want to give the money to the Clarkes – they really need it. But I don’t know how to explain it to Mrs Clarke. I can’t lie, but if I tell her what I know—’

‘Or what you suspect,’ Sam pointed out, ‘because you don’t know for absolutely sure who it’s from. I mean, Ben Hall didn’t sign that parcel, did he!’

She gave him a darting smile. ‘No, he didn’t. But he might as well have done!’

Sam had to agree. Lily’s story about the bushranger’s attitude towards Jack, and Sam’s own knowledge of Polly’s sympathies, made him feel certain about that.

‘But if Mrs Clarke is as respectable as you say; she’d be horrified if she knew who her mysterious benefactor was. She’d refuse and maybe even tell the police.’

Lily nodded. ‘Exactly. And there’s not just Mrs Clarke. There are also her parents, and Mrs Doughty – you know, the lady who helped Mrs Clarke and Jack get to Bathurst. And they all sound like they would really disapprove. They have high standards, you see,’ she added, remembering what Mrs Doughty had said.

Sam couldn’t help smiling at that. Lily had not sounded very complimentary.

She went on, ‘But maybe, if we can get Mrs Clarke on her own – or no, rather, with just Jack, then we can maybe find a way to explain to her that it’s just a kind gesture from a stranger.’

‘Mmm …’ Sam bit on his bottom lip. ‘Then we have to come up with the right story, don’t we?’

‘We do,’ said Lily. ‘But right now, I better go back inside, or my parents will wonder what I’m doing. Shall we meet tomorrow? Not here though, or at the theatre. But maybe at your aunt’s shop?’

‘Well …’ Sam thought about it. ‘Yes, come to my aunt’s shop – it’s not far from the theatre,’ – he quickly explained the route and continued, ‘Around 1.30, when my aunt closes up for forty-five minutes and goes off for a bite for lunch and a nap, I’ll say I’m going to help sort out the reels of thread or something, so I’ll stay in the shop and let you in. Is that all right?’

‘Yes, I think so. There’s an afternoon performance tomorrow so my parents will be very busy. And I can make some excuse if I need to.’

‘Good,’ Sam stuck out his hand. ‘We’re in this together, then.’

‘Yes,’ Lily said, shaking his hand, a smile lighting up her whole face. ‘We are.’
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The next afternoon, Lily was at the haberdashery shop at the appointed time and found Sam alone. She’d told her parents the truth, or at least part of it – the part about going to meet Sam at his aunt’s shop. Not about the money, of course, or even about going to see Mrs Clarke.

Luckily for Lily, her parents had been very busy and preoccupied and had readily agreed that as long as she had finished her schoolwork that morning, she could go and see him in the afternoon.

Now, as she stepped into the shop and looked around her at the shelves of threads, buttons, ribbons, scissors, wool, needles, thimbles and all manner of sewing and knitting things, as well as some bolts of cloth, she thought that this was a very unlikely place indeed to plot a secret plan.

But it was quiet for the moment, and there was no one who’d want explanations, just her and Sam. It was funny to see him here, too – amongst all the bright paraphernalia, instead of at the stables.

But he seemed quite at ease and had made them a glass of barley water each. They sat perched on stools at the counter and drank them, after clinking glasses, solemnly.

Then when they’d swallowed the last drop, Sam said, ‘Did you think of anything last night?’

She nodded. She hadn’t, really – she’d just laid there awake for ages trying to come up with a good plan.

‘I’m not sure that it would work though,’ she said, ‘so tell me first what you think.’

‘Well,’ said Sam, ‘I managed to ask my aunt about Mrs Clarke – I mean, who her parents are and such. I just said I’d heard she was one of the people held up by Ben Hall in Canowindra, and did Aunt know her? Well, she did. Or at least, she knows her parents, the Flynns. Mrs Flynn has often come into the shop for sewing supplies and Mr Flynn is a bit of an invalid, so he doesn’t go out much. She said she’d known Rachel Flynn – Mrs Clarke as she is now – as a girl and that she—’

‘What does that have to do with our problem?’ said Lily impatiently. She suspected he hadn’t come up with any ideas either and was just playing for time.

‘I’m not sure,’ Sam said, honestly, ‘but Aunt told me that Mrs Clarke always loved sewing. Even as a girl, she was really good at it.’

Not like me, thought Lily, who hated sewing and always managed to prick her fingers on the needles – she had only ever made extremely wobbly stitches. She was lucky that her mother also disliked sewing and so had not insisted, after the first few attempts. ‘There are skilled people to do much better sewing for us’, her mother had said, ‘so why would we take over their job?’

‘She especially liked doing embroidery,’ Sam was going on, ‘Aunt said she had made a beautiful shawl for one of her friends, who wore it at a ball in Sydney and got—’

Lily thought of Mrs Clarke admiring her mother’s shawl, back in Canowindra, but also how her mother did not dare to wear it often, because it was so delicate and old.

‘Stop,’ she said. ‘That’s it!’

He stared at her, puzzled. ‘What’s it?’

‘That’s how we can do it. My mother – she loves those sorts of things! She’s got a beautiful shawl that was once her grandmother’s, but it’s too fragile to wear often, and I think she’d love a new one!’

Sam still looked puzzled, so she went on, quickly.

‘We ask Mrs Clarke to make a shawl for my mother and we pay her with the money Ben Hall gave. A very special one, with very special embroidery. Then we don’t have to explain anything.’

‘But you need to buy fine material, silk thread, all of that,’ Sam said. ‘And I can’t just take things from my aunt’s shop, they have to be paid for.’

‘You don’t pay for them, Mrs Clarke does,’ said Lily. ‘Out of the money we give her. And we can say that Mama needs the shawl quickly, for the closing night of the play,’ she went on, warming even more to her own idea, ‘because that’s going to be a gala performance, with a party afterwards. So that’s why she wants to pay more – to have it really quickly. Also, when we are back in Sydney, there is going to be a performance at Government House, so imagine if my mother wore the shawl there! Imagine what that would be like for Mrs Clarke! Lots of people would want shawls made by her and that would earn her far more money than just five pounds, and then she wouldn’t have to worry about income any more at all.’

‘Wait on, wait on, you’re jumping ahead so fast, Lily!’ Sam complained. He could see a glimmer of merit in the idea, but there were still too many questions. ‘I mean – your mother would have to know. We can’t just go on our own to Mrs Clarke and say your mother wants a very special shawl – she’ll think that is very strange.’

Lily’s head had been filling with wonderful pictures of what might happen, and now suddenly Sam had poured cold water all over them.

But she was not about to be defeated.

‘Well,’ she said, defiantly, ‘then I will have to tell my mother. And I know she will agree. Anyway, do you have any better ideas?’

Sam hesitated, then shook his head.

At least, Lily thought, he’s not pretending he does.

Sliding off the stool, she said, ‘I’m going to go right now and ask Mama. Oh, and by the way, you and your aunt and uncle are invited to the show tonight. Just ask at the door.’

She was about to go when Sam’s aunt came down the stairs, looking a bit rumpled, but refreshed after her nap. Sam introduced her to Lily and told her about the invitation to the show.

‘That’s so kind of you and your parents, my dear,’ said Aunt Felicity, ‘and we’ll be sure to be there. At least, Sam and I will – my husband isn’t much one for the theatre.’

Not much one for anything, Sam thought, though he knew better than to say it aloud.

‘We were just talking about Mrs Clarke, you know, Miss Flynn that was,’ he said, boldly, making Lily’s eyes widen a little, ‘because Lily and her parents met her in Canowindra too, when they were all held up by those ruffians.’

‘Oh, my goodness,’ said Sam’s aunt, ‘that must have been quite an experience! Were you frightened, dear?’

Lily shook her head. ‘Not really. We – nothing bad happened. I mostly played with Jack, Mrs Clarke’s little boy. And I talked with Sam’s cousin, with Polly, I mean.’

‘Ah, that girl,’ said Sam’s aunt, nodding, ‘she is quite the wild one, isn’t she! But a good heart. She’s not my actual niece, you understand. She’s on Sam’s mother’s side, but I have met her a couple of times at family gatherings. And she’s certainly not a shrinking violet.’ She laughed. ‘Not that that is a bad thing. A girl needs to hold her own in this world. Now then, has my nephew offered you any refreshments, dear?’

‘Barley water, Aunt Felicity,’ said Sam, promptly, ‘that was all that—’

‘Fie on you, Samuel Turner,’ broke in his aunt, firmly, ‘Miss Jordan has brought us a most welcome invitation and you don’t even offer her tea and cake in return?’

‘It is no matter, Mrs Wright,’ Lily said, hastily, ‘you are busy and I was just about to leave and—’

‘Nonsense,’ said Aunt Felicity. ‘We are never too busy for tea and cake with friends. And the shop won’t open for another twenty minutes or so. Come, both of you. And Miss Jordan—’

‘Lily, please.’

‘Lily. I want you to tell me all about what happened in Canowindra. Are Johnny Gilbert and Ben Hall really as dashing as they say?’
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Aunt Felicity really was extraordinary, Sam thought, eating another slice of her very good seed cake as he listened to his friend and his aunt chatting. He’d always known she was a friendly person who put others at their ease, but he was surprised, and even a little bit shocked, by the enjoyment she clearly got out of Lily’s story about the bushrangers’ shenanigans in Canowindra. It was almost as though she wished she’d been there.

And the way she spoke about Gilbert and Hall and their ‘dashing’ ways! Goodness, if Uncle Jim could only hear her … but then if Uncle Jim was here, he would put a damper on everything, and they’d not be sitting here, chatting and enjoying more than one slice of cake.

Plus, it had to be said, Sam admitted to himself, that Lily told a good story – she made the scenes in the Robinsons’ hotel come alive. Of course, she was encouraged by Aunt Felicity’s interest and so maybe embroidered things, but …

The thought of embroidery reminded him of Lily’s idea. And suddenly an idea of his own came into his head. Before he could change his mind, he said, ‘Aunt Felicity, Lily and I need your help.’

Lily stopped talking and shot him a startled glance. Aunt Felicity blinked.

‘I see. What sort of help?’ she said.

Sam’s throat felt a bit dry and he half-wished he could backtrack. But there was nothing for it now. He had to keep going.

‘In fact, it’s not really us that need help, Aunt. Mrs Clarke – Miss Flynn that was – she has troubles. But we have something that can help her, only it is complicated. I thought … maybe – maybe you could advise us?’

Aunt Felicity looked from Sam to Lily, and then back to Sam.

‘Very mysterious,’ she commented. ‘Go on.’

‘Well … Sam began, ‘it’s like this.’ And then, with the occasional interjection from Lily, he proceeded to tell his aunt the whole story.

She listened in silence, her face not showing much, and as he trailed off to the end, he began to feel rather nervous. Why had he opened his big mouth? Now they were really for it.

When he’d finished, Aunt Felicity sighed.

Then she said, ‘Well, what a tangled web we weave!’ She got up, looked at the clock, adjusted her hair, and put on her work apron. ‘My goodness,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘What a conundrum.’

‘Aunt—’ Sam began, but she shook her head again.

‘No more time to talk, we need to open up. Customers will be waiting,’ she said. And she made as if to go, but Lily’s words stopped her.

‘Mrs Wright, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to drag you into—’

‘It wasn’t you, dear,’ said Sam’s aunt. ‘It was my nephew.’ Sam made as if to say something, but she held up a hand. ‘But I am glad he told me. What a burden you have been carrying, poor child!’

Sam’s heart lightened immediately. He said, ‘That’s why I came to Bathurst, Aunt, because—’

Too late, he realised what he’d said, and closed his mouth again.

But his aunt only smiled.

‘I know, my boy, I know. I did wonder why this sudden urge to help me in the shop? – not that I don’t appreciate it, mind! – it’s just not exactly something I would expect. But this – helping and protecting a young friend – that is something I hope a good-hearted nephew of mine would do. As you have.’

‘So, you’re not angry?’ Sam asked.

‘Not at all, Sammy,’ she answered. ‘I do feel you have got yourselves in a right pickle, but that is through kindness for poor Rachel and her little son. As indeed was Mr Hall’s gesture. It was kind of him, but not altogether thought through. But then, if those boys thought their actions through, they wouldn’t be rushing around the countryside, putting themselves and others in harm’s way.’

‘No. But what can we do now?’ said Lily, sadly. ‘My idea won’t work, will it?’

‘Oh, it could indeed,’ said Sam’s aunt, smiling at her, ‘but it needs a little refinement. And I think I have the very notion.’

She looked at them both.

‘There will be no need to bother your mother with this, Lily. I will myself commission an embroidered shawl from Rachel. Indeed, two – a fine one and a simple one. The five pounds will more than cover her time and skills, and also materials. I will tell her we need the fine one within two days, for a special customer. 
I know she can work as swiftly as that, and it will seem quite natural for me to employ her. She hasn’t done this work in a while, I know, but I’m sure she will be glad of it. And I have the bolt-end of some fine cream muslin that is just the right length and will do very well for a summer shawl. Leave it to me, anyway, to arrange. And then perhaps, Lily, in two days’ time, you can tell your mother that you saw a very fine shawl in the shop of your friend’s aunt, and bring her here to see it. And perhaps, it will take her fancy …’

‘Oh, Mrs Wright!’ Lily’s whole face lit up and she flung her arms around Sam’s aunt, saying, ‘Oh thank you, thank you so much!’

‘It’s quite all right, my dear,’ said Aunt Felicity, returning the hug with a broad smile. She looked across at Sam. ‘And now, shall we three put the finishing touch to our plan before we have to open up the shop?’

And so, it was decided. With great relief, Lily happily handed over the little parcel of cash that had been burning a hole in her pocket, Aunt Felicity tucked it away in her till, and then the three of them discussed what embroidered designs might be on this shawl. Lily thought peonies and roses, because they were her mother’s favourite flowers, and Aunt Felicity thought ivy leaves and eucalyptus leaves, to signify Europe and Australia. And then Sam surprised them both by suggesting that perhaps they could include something that would be a hint at the shawl’s mysterious origin.

‘Maybe the outline of a hat,’ he said, ‘like the bushrangers wear …’

Lily laughed. ‘And the Three Musketeers in Mama’s favourite book!’

‘I think that won’t work on a shawl,’ said Aunt Felicity firmly, ‘and it will only lead to questions. But you said Ben Hall wore a pale blue ribbon tie, Lily, when you saw him in Canowindra. How about pale blue ribbons amongst the flowers and leaves? That will be much more discreet.’
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That night, it felt to Lily as though the company had performed their very best show. Or maybe it was just that she had been sitting in the audience this time, with Sam and his aunt, rather than hovering in the wings or helping out backstage. And it was a full house, so there was quite an atmosphere – the crowd gasping at the scary bits and cheering when Macbeth was finally defeated. Both Sam and his aunt enjoyed it immensely, even though Sam had already seen it back in Forbes, and that really made Lily happy. She was even happier when, in the interval, Sam told her that his aunt had called on Mrs Clarke, who had, after the initial surprise, readily agreed to do the commission.

‘In fact,’ he said, ‘she had tears in her eyes, told Aunt that it was a gift from Heaven, and she was ever so grateful. And not even her parents – who are by no means rich and have taken their son-in-law’s desertion of their daughter and grandson as a cause for shame – could disapprove of this opportunity. Aunt is very respectable, as well as persuasive, and the idea that their daughter might earn money doing ladylike work was acceptable to them.’

Lily snorted at that, and Sam’s aunt, returning at that moment with three sweet-smelling buns she’d bought from the snack-seller, heard it and grinned.

‘Yes,’ she said, handing around the buns, ‘it was quite a success all round. We are all set! Oh, and I told them that I had met you, Lily, and Rachel smiled at that and said Jack often talked about you, and that she was grateful you’d kept him happy during a very difficult time.’

Lily bit cheerfully into her bun. ‘Oh, that was fine. He’s a sweet little boy. Annoying, of course, too.’

‘Of course,’ said Sam’s aunt, an impish glint in her eye. ‘Like all boys, little or big.’ And they both burst out laughing at Sam’s indignant expression.

When the show finished, Lily took Sam and his aunt backstage after curtain call to meet some of the actors – including, of course, her parents. The Wolfes, however, were nowhere to be seen – they had taken to leaving the theatre almost immediately after the show was finished. And that was no bad thing – though Sam’s aunt had looked a little disappointed that she wasn’t going to meet the famous Wolfes. Still, she soon rallied and chatted happily away with Lily’s parents, and they seemed to get on famously with her. Which would make things easy too, when it came time for Lily to tell her mother about the wonderful shawl!

At least, she hoped it would be wonderful. And would her mother like it? What if she didn’t?

But maybe that didn’t matter. Because the money would go to Mrs Clarke no matter what, and kind Mrs Wright would also gain two shawls that she could sell in her shop. So whichever way it turned out, everything would be fine. And she no longer had a secret weighing on her.

Well, she still had a secret … but now it was shared, and that felt a whole lot better.
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For his part, Sam was relieved, even rather pleased. But also, a little troubled. He’d been so confident about the badness of Ben Hall and his gang, so willing to see him in the worst possible light.

And now … well, he wasn’t sure.

He was still on the side of Sir Frederick, but doubt had crept in and he could no longer be wholeheartedly against the bushranger, as he had been before.

What would he do now, if by chance he saw Hall? Would he run to the police and tell them?

Before, he would have answered: of course, absolutely!

But now …

It depended, he thought, what the man was doing. If he was robbing or frightening people, that was one thing, and of course he would report it. (If he could, of course!) But if not … if Hall, for example, was just there, in front of him, right now, unarmed, just looking at him, doing nothing wrong – then what?

He didn’t know.

And that was troubling, because he was used to thinking he was firm in his opinions, and it had turned out he wasn’t. He said something like that to his aunt as he worked alongside her the next day, and she just smiled and said that only a fool never changed their mind, and that Sam was no fool. Which was a nice thing to say, but didn’t altogether put those doubts to one side.

Still, for most of the time during those two days that they had to wait for Mrs Clarke to finish the shawl, he didn’t think about it. Instead, he helped his aunt in the shop, ran errands for his surly uncle, and spent time with Lily whenever possible – including one special afternoon when he persuaded her to accompany him to the headquarters of Cobb and Co, including the company’s factory. There, amongst the bustle and noise, Sam talked to Lily about his dream of becoming a driver. He’d mentioned it to her before, of course, but not in such detail.

When he’d finished, she said, her eyes shining, ‘I can really see it now, Sam. It sounds wonderful! And you need to be here, don’t you? You need to be here to start.’

He looked at her, a little startled. Then he smiled.

Of course! It made sense.

Here, he could achieve his dream much quicker than in Forbes. Here he would be in the thick of things, he’d meet people who could help him, he’d learn so much more!

‘Yes,’ he said, the words tumbling over one another, ‘you’re right. I can board with Aunt Felicity – she won’t mind at all, and as to Uncle Jim, well, he’ll be happy to have extra money in his pocket from what I pay for my keep.’

His heart beat fast. He could just see himself here!

‘I’ll get a good reference from the Forbes stables,’ he went on, ‘and then I’ll see out my notice, not sure how long that will be – then I’ll pack my bag and move.’

‘You know,’ Lily said, thoughtfully, ‘I remember that one of the people who came to the opening night of our play, I think he is the manager here. I can’t remember his name but he met my parents after the show, and I know he said he was from Cobb and Co. I can ask them if you like. And maybe they can introduce you to him …’

Sam stared at her.

‘Would they?’ he whispered. ‘Would they really?’

‘I am sure they would,’ Lily said. ‘They like you and I am sure they would be happy to help.’

‘Oh, Lily,’ Sam’s throat felt tight but his heart was light, ‘that is – that is just so kind. Of them. Of you. I—’ he hesitated, then went on, quickly, ‘I’m so glad I met you.’

‘And I am, too,’ Lily said, quietly. ‘It’s been good, to meet a new friend.’

‘Yes, and we’ll stay friends, won’t we? Even when you leave. We can write. And maybe one day you’ll come back here, with your parents.’

Lily sighed. ‘We can write, yes. But I don’t know about coming back. Next year – well, unless I can change my parents’ minds, I will probably be at school. In Sydney.’ She sighed again. ‘You’re so lucky! I wish I could just decide what I want to do, like you. But I have to do what I’m told.’

‘Hardly,’ Sam laughed. ‘You won’t be told, by anyone!’

‘My parents are determined I’ll go to that school as soon as I’m thirteen,’ Lily said sadly, ‘and there is no way I can avoid that. I know that now.’

‘Maybe it won’t be as bad as you think,’ Sam said. ‘You’ll meet new people, learn new things … just like I’ll be doing, here. You can write to me and tell me all about it, and I’ll write to you and tell you all about what’s happening here. Including the story of bushranger Ben Hall and bold Sir Frederick,’ he added, with a smile.

Lily snorted. ‘Ha! Bold Ben Hall you mean and boasting, bumptious Sir Frederick!’

He was glad to see she didn’t look sad any more.

‘We can argue about that till the cows come home,’ he said, ‘and maybe one day, once I am a driver, I will visit you in Sydney and we can decide who’s won.’

‘It will be me, of course,’ said Lily, with an impish grin, and he laughed.

‘I wouldn’t be so sure about that,’ he retorted, as together they made their way through the streets.
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‘Mon Dieu, it is so beautiful!’ Adelaide Jordan traced with a gentle finger the pattern of flowers, leaves and ribbons on the fine cream muslin. ‘Quite exquisite! Mrs Wright, where did you get this superb creation? Sydney? Melbourne? Or even,’ she added, with a smile, ‘Paris?’

‘Oh no, Madame Jordan,’ said Sam’s aunt, with a warning glance at Lily and Sam, who could barely restrain themselves. ‘It was a local lady made it. She is very talented.’

‘Local? My goodness,’ said Lily’s mother. ‘Her work is of such quality!’ She touched the shawl again. ‘It could easily sell in any of those cities.’

‘Yes. It could indeed,’ agreed Sam’s aunt. ‘We are very fortunate in Bathurst to have such a craftswoman living here now. Madame Jordan, perhaps you would like to try it on?’

‘Yes. I think I would,’ said Lily’s mother, ‘though I fear it may be somewhat beyond my means to purchase.’

‘We can speak of that later,’ said Sam’s aunt, discreetly. She picked up the shawl, carefully, and draped it around the other woman’s shoulders.

‘Oh Mama!’ Lily exclaimed. ‘It’s perfect! It suits you so well.’

It was true – the soft lightness of the shawl fell around her mother like a cloud, and the beautiful embroidery had a feel of summer days coming. Wrapped in it, Adelaide Jordan, in her simple pale blue dress, her pinned-up dark hair coming a little loose, looked like a vision in a summer garden.

‘Thank you, Lily,’ her mother said, smiling. Sam’s aunt had brought out a tall mirror from a corner of the shop, and Adelaide Jordan turned this way and that, looking at the shawl. ‘But I rather fancy that anyone would look good in such a beautiful thing.’

‘Oh no, not just anyone,’ said Felicity Wright, firmly. ‘Not everyone can wear such a delicate piece and carry it off with such effortless style and exquisite elegance.’

Adelaide Jordan smiled. ‘You will make me blush, Mrs Wright.’

Sam listened to all this with a sense of being somewhat out of place. He wanted to add something to the conversation but wasn’t quite sure what. Mrs Jordan did look beautiful in the shawl, but then she had looked beautiful without it. He had an idea though that wouldn’t be the right thing to say.

Still, he felt like a right fool standing there, mutely shuffling from foot to foot while the ladies talked. So he said, awkwardly, ‘It matches your dress, Mrs Jordan. I mean, the colour of the ribbons on the shawl.’

Why had he said that? – he immediately thought, as three pairs of eyes met his. It was as if I’d wanted her to notice that particular detail, he thought.

But he hadn’t. It had just come out, without thinking.

Still, if Lily and his aunt looked a little startled, Lily’s mother didn’t. She just smiled and said, ‘Yes. It is the same colour. My daughter might have told you that I have a silk shawl, which I love, but it is very old, and very precious.’

Lily was careful not to meet Sam’s eyes as Mrs Wright nodded and said, steadily, ‘She did mention it. It sounds like a beautiful heirloom.’

‘Oh yes. But I dare not wear it often. Yes, I love it,’ she went on, ‘but most of the time it lives in layers of tissue, for safekeeping. But this one …’ and she stroked the shawl, ‘this is one that can be worn both for special occasions and for more informal times. And do you know, Mrs Wright, the flowers embroidered on it – they just happen to be my favourite blooms. La pivoine et la rose,’ she pronounced, softly. ‘The peony and the rose. My mother grew them in our garden, when I was a child. She would gather bunches of them, for our summer tables, to give to friends. They remind me always of those happy childhood summers.’

Lily had never met her grandmother. Or at least, she couldn’t remember it, because she’d been a baby when her grandmother had died. Her grandfather had followed shortly after, dying of a broken heart, as they had loved each other very much, Lily’s mother had said.

Lily knew that her grandparents’ deaths had been one of the reasons why her mother had agreed to leave France. Too many sad memories there. Now, Lily saw that her mother’s eyes shone, not with tears – or not sadness, anyway – but with joy. She was remembering something happy, and that had come because of the shawl.

Impulsively, Lily said, ‘Oh Mama, you must have it! You must!’

Adelaide Jordan laughed.

‘I do believe you’re right, my darling! I do believe you’re right.’ And turning to Sam’s aunt, she said, ‘Let us discuss payment.’

‘No payment,’ said Felicity Wright. Her eyes were shining too.

‘I don’t understand,’ said Lily’s mother. ‘What do you mean, Mrs Wright?’

‘It is a gift,’ said Sam’s aunt. ‘A thank you for the gift you gave Sam and I, with the play, and also for agreeing to introduce him to the Cobb and Co manager. And,’ she added, smiling at Lily, ‘for allowing us both to spend time with your delightful daughter, of whom, Madame, you can be very proud.’

‘Oh, that I am, yes. My Lily is the best daughter a person could ever hope to have,’ said Adelaide Jordan, with a radiant smile that warmed Lily’s heart, ‘and we are more than happy to help your equally delightful nephew …’

Sam blushed scarlet, to Lily’s amusement.

‘And as to the play,’ Adelaide continued, ‘well, we are very glad that you enjoyed it. But this …’ she fingered the shawl, ‘this is surely far too generous a gift, because it must have cost a bit to make as well, and if I do not buy it, how will you pay the fine artist who made it?’

‘She has already been paid,’ said Sam’s aunt, ‘and handsomely too, so you do not need to concern yourself, Madame.’ She paused and then went on, ‘I ask only one thing … That you might agree to wear the shawl on closing night, so that it can be seen by all the important people in the town, who will, I know, be coming. If you will also mention its maker, then that would be the very best thing for a young woman who, through no fault of her own, has fallen on hard times and needs to make a place for herself and her young son in a harsh world. How uplifting it would be for her if help came in such an unexpected way?’

‘It would indeed,’ said Lily’s mother, fervently. ‘And I have learned that several times in my life. Well then, if that is so, of course I will spread the word, and gladly. But perhaps you will need to tell me who this lady is, so I may sing her praises – and not just in Bathurst, but wherever we go. Including,’ she went on, her eyes sparkling, ‘at a performance we are giving at Government House in Sydney, no less.’

‘That would indeed be very kind of you,’ said Mrs Wright, calmly, while Lily and Sam could hardly contain their glee. ‘I am sure Mrs Rachel Clarke would be most grateful.’

‘Oh, I hope that I can—’ began Lily’s mother, then stopped. ‘Rachel Clarke, you say?’

Sam’s aunt nodded. ‘I knew her as Rachel Flynn, she grew up in Bathurst. But she married a flash ne’er-do-well named Clarke and moved away. Now, well …’

‘That cowardly husband of hers deserted her and she had to fall back on the mercy of her disapproving parents, with her poor little boy,’ Adelaide Jordan said, eyes flashing. ‘Yes, we met her and her child in Canowindra. Hers is a sad story. But I did not know she was such a fine artist – though she was quite taken with my blue shawl, I remember that, and she spoke quite knowledgeably about the methods of embroidery.’ Her fingers traced the flowers, then the leaves, and finally the ribbons on the muslin shawl. ‘And if we can help her story, and that of her little Jack, to have something of a happy ending, or at least a new one, then I for one am more than willing.’

‘That is very generous of you, Madame Jordan,’ said Sam’s aunt, warmly. ‘Very generous.’

‘Not at all, it is simple common decency,’ said Lily’s mother. ‘And please ask Mrs Clarke, when you see her, if I may call on her. If that is not too much trouble.’

‘Of course,’ said Sam’s aunt, ‘I am sure she would be delighted to see you.’

‘I am not sure she would be delighted of the reminder of those days in Canowindra. I’m afraid she took it rather hard and was a little frightened by the drama. And of course, being in the situation she was, facing life as a deserted wife, it would have been harder still.’

‘Nevertheless,’ said the other woman, ‘I think she has fond memories of you and your family. I think it would give her pleasure to see you. And to know how much you appreciate her work.’

‘Then we will assuredly visit her,’ said Adelaide Jordan, ‘won’t we, Lily?’

‘Oh yes, Mama,’ said Lily, eagerly. ‘We really will! And can Sam come too?’

‘He might not want to, or he might be too busy—,’ her mother said, smiling.

But Sam broke in, saying. ‘I do indeed! I would be most honoured, Madame!’ Then he glanced at his aunt. ‘If you can spare me for a short while, Aunt?’

‘Get on with you, boy, of course!’ she replied, beaming. ‘Now, Madame Jordan, would you and your daughter fancy a cup of tea and a slice of cake with us, as celebration?’

‘That sounds perfect,’ said Lily’s mother, ‘thank you.’
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It was later, after they’d left the shop and were walking back to their lodgings, with Lily carrying the precious shawl wrapped in tissue paper, that her mother stopped and said, in French, ‘Now, my darling Lily, I know there is something that you are not telling me. Some mystery about this shawl. Some meaning or significance. You know we don’t lie to each other in this family. But I 
do know sometimes we have secrets. And that’s all right. However, sometimes those secrets do need to be told. Do you agree?’

Lily looked at her mother, then at the parcel she was carrying.

‘I … yes, I do agree,’ she said at last. And then, quietly and slowly at first, but with her voice gaining in strength as she went on, she began to tell her mother the whole story.

 When she’d finished, there was a short silence, and then her mother held out her arms to her.

‘My darling,’ she said. That was all for another little while, and then, softly, she said, ‘You did the right thing. The best thing that could ever have been done. I am more proud of you and love you more than I can ever begin to describe.’

‘Oh, Mama,’ Lily said, ‘I feel the same for you,’ and then she whispered, ‘I am going to miss you and Papa terribly when you send me away to school, I will be so lonely …’

‘My darling Lily,’ said her mother, squeezing her hand, ‘we are not going to send you away to school and be apart from you. Your father and I, we have decided that our lives cannot possibly be whole without you being there, without us being together, as a family.’

Lily’s heart felt like it would burst with happiness.

‘Then I won’t be going to school in Sydney while you go on tour? I can come with you, like before?’

‘Not exactly,’ said her mother, smiling. ‘You will be going to school in Sydney, but not boarding there, as we won’t be going away on tour anymore. We will be living in Sydney, with you. You see, Mr Richards has very kindly given our names to a theatre manager in Sydney, who is looking for seasoned actors for permanent positions in a new company. From what Mr Richards says, it sounds as though the positions are ours if we want them. Stephen telegraphed the man just this morning, so there may even be a reply later today. Then after this tour finishes, my darling, and we return to Sydney – our new life together will begin! What do you think of that?’

‘I think that is the very best, most wonderful thing in the whole world!’ said Lily, almost forgetting about the shawl in her excitement.

‘I thought you might,’ said her mother. She looked thoughtful. ‘You know, I think it was those three days in Canowindra that decided it for us. We had thought we were doing the right thing – planning for you to have a better education than we could give you. But being there together in that most unusual situation made us realise what a strong and wonderful young person you were growing into, and that we did not want to miss any of the next few years, with you. So – well, here we are.’

‘Oh Mama, I am so glad!’ said Lily fervently. Then she smiled. ‘Do you know, Mama, I just thought – if Mr Ben Hall and his friends hadn’t held us up, then, well … everything would be turning out very differently for us. Maybe he brought us good luck?’

Her mother laughed. ‘A bushranger as a good-luck charm! I’m not sure that’s true. But I know what you mean, darling.’

‘And you know, Mama, I’m writing a play,’ Lily blurted out. ‘I started it in Canowindra. It’s inspired by all that. It’s not ready yet. But when it is, would you like to read it?’

‘I would love to,’ said her mother, warmly. ‘I was wondering what you were writing so busily … but I thought you might tell me about it when it was the right time.’
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MALCOLM

‘So, thanks to all at once and to each one, Whom we invite to see us crown’d at Scone.’



The final words of the play, spoken by the new king, Malcolm, after Macbeth had finally been defeated, resounded across the theatre, followed by a flourish of trumpets to signify the end. Next, a storm of cheering and clapping erupted from the audience as the whole cast came onto the stage, along with Mr Richards, to take their final bows.

It was a big audience, ‘a capacity crowd’, as Mr Richards called it, for that final performance in Bathurst. All the important people of the town and the district had come: the mayor; the chief of police, accompanied not only by his wife but also, surprisingly, by that theatre buff, Sir Fredrick Pottinger himself, on a lightning visit from Forbes; as well as wealthy graziers and prominent businessmen and their wives. But there were also lots of other people, townsfolk and country people, who might not be so ‘important’ but wanted to be there just as much.

Now, as the cast left the stage, the crowd was beginning to stream out of the theatre, and Lily and Sam, impatient to make their way to a nearby building where there was to be a reception hosted by the mayor, were unable to get anywhere very fast. They had been in the audience with Sam’s aunt and two guests – Mrs Clarke, and the formidable Mrs Doughty, who had taken her under her wing back in Canowindra. Jack, of course, was far too young for Macbeth, so he stayed home with Mrs Clarke’s parents, who were ‘not fond of the theatre’ apparently. Mrs Doughty, however, was an enthusiast and had happily joined the young woman on this special night.

Lily and her parents had visited the Clarkes the day before and had been met with a great welcome from Jack and his mother, though a much frostier welcome from the Flynns, who might have been expecting heaven knows what when it came to actors. Yet faced with Adelaide’s gentle elegance, Stephen Jordan’s courteous ways and the rapturous reception that their grandson gave to Lily, they soon relaxed and became as friendly as such naturally stiff people could ever hope to be. Lily’s mother had also worn the beautiful shawl, and seeing their daughter’s handiwork worn with such grace was also clearly a matter of pride for them.

‘Before I went there,’ Lily’s mother had said, as they walked back home, arms linked together, ‘I was a little afraid that poor Rachel and Jack Clarke would be living in a cold home, with dutiful, but not loving relatives. Now I see that I was wrong.’

‘Yes,’ agreed Lily’s father, ‘they are not warm people at first sight, but they do seem to have their daughter’s best interests at heart and they clearly adore their grandson. I think Rachel and Jack will manage well, even if they never hear from that wastrel Clarke again.’

So things had turned out all right for them too, Lily thought now, as she and Sam finally emerged from the crowd and out into the street, with Mrs Clarke and Mrs Doughty, deep in conversation about the play, some distance behind them.

In the interval, Lily had seen Sir Frederick in the distance, in the midst of a crowd of people, though he hadn’t seen her – he was much too busy chatting. But he had of course been invited to the reception, where her parents – out of costume and faces scrubbed free of stage makeup – would also make an appearance. Lily knew her mother would be wearing the shawl, draped over her deep green evening dress, and she thought: imagine, if Sir Frederick knew the story of that shawl! She knew he would never learn it – that no one who knew would breathe a word. And that included Sam, who despite his hero-worship of the dashing English policeman, would never break that confidence, would never betray them.

That, she knew for sure. That, she knew, she could count on.

‘You just forget that you are watching a play, don’t you?’ Sam’s voice broke into Lily’s thoughts. ‘Even though it’s the third time I’ve seen it, I still feel as if it is really happening, in real life.’

‘Oh. Yes.’ Lily didn’t always feel like that, but tonight, like the other night Sam and his aunt had come, had been different. Maybe it was because she was with friends, or maybe because she could see the play through their eyes, and their excitement was contagious.

Whatever it was, she’d enjoyed it, very much.

‘You’ll have to go and see other plays now,’ she said.

He smiled. ‘I will. Yours, too, when it’s staged.’

She had told him a bit about it, but hadn’t wanted to show him. She would show him later, and her mother too. But only when it felt right.

‘You’ll be waiting a long time then,’ she said, lightly, and was about to say something more when all at once her attention was taken by the sight of someone standing at the edge of the crowd, in the street.

A fair-haired man, well-dressed and quite tall, his face half-hidden in the shadows.

He seemed to feel Lily’s glance and looked straight at her.

For an instant, as their gazes locked, Lily’s heart thumped so loud in her ears that she thought Sam must surely hear it. She saw the man’s lips move as he mouthed something she couldn’t hear but which she thought might be, ‘my regards, Miss,’ then he smiled, touched his forehead as if in salute, turned on his heel and melted away into the night.

‘Oh,’ she said, without realising she’d spoken aloud, ‘oh, he must have been at the back of the theatre.’

‘Who?’ Sam said, startled.

Lily looked at him.

She could have told a lie, but she didn’t want to. He was her friend. He deserved the truth.

‘Ben Hall,’ she said, with a little catch in her voice. ‘Ben Hall came to our play.’

Sam stopped and looked wildly around. ‘What? Where?’

‘He’s gone now. But he was there. I saw him.’

‘No. He wouldn’t dare,’ Sam said. ‘Not when all these important people are here. Including Sir Frederick and the chief of Bathurst police!’

‘I know it was him,’ said Lily. ‘And of course he would dare. He’s bold Ben Hall!’

Sam shrugged.

‘Bold Ben Hall indeed! That sounds like the title of a play, but this is real life!’

He was going to add something else but stopped as he saw Lily’s expression. She was staring at him, as though mesmerised.

‘What is it?’ he asked. ‘Have I suddenly grown another head?’

‘Oh Sam!’ Lily exclaimed, clearly not listening. ‘Oh Sam, thank you! My play. I was going to call it Held Up By Bushrangers. But now I’m going to call it Bold Ben Hall. It’s a perfect title, don’t you think?’

Sam grinned.

‘Lily Jordan, what I think is that you are the most surprising person I have ever met! But I am glad I helped you find a title. You can have it, for free. There’s just one condition, though.’

‘And what’s that?’ she said, narrowing her eyes at him.

‘That you make it slightly longer and call it Bold Ben Hall, bested by Sir Frederick the Great,’ he said, laughing as she snorted, half-cross, half-smiling.

‘That’s a terrible title, and I’ll never use it! Never, do you hear, Sam Turner!’
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15 April 1865
Sydney 

Dear Sam,

Happy 16th birthday! I know this letter will reach you a little later than the date itself, but my good wishes for it and the weeks that follow are still very much heartfelt. I do not need to say that I hope you will have had the very best day possible, because I know your Aunt Felicity will have ensured it was so!

I enclose a small present with this letter – it is a short story I wrote called ‘The Shawl: A Tale of the Goldfields,’ which I hope you will enjoy and which might remind you of some happenings we shared, though I have of course changed many details, as this is fiction, a made-up story. My mother thinks it is good enough to send to the newspaper for possible publication but I am not sure. I only turned fourteen in February and I don’t know if they accept stories from people my age (though my mother says it is not necessary to tell them). Anyway, we’ll see.

I have also enclosed a card I made, which I hope you will like.

I am so glad your training is going so well and hope very much, like you, that you will soon be able to go on that first trip with that kind driver who has taken you under his wing. And I hope that soon after, you might even be able to make the trip to Sydney – with Polly, maybe? We would all very much like to see you both, and my parents are already planning excursions and picnics for us all. You said neither you nor Polly had ever seen the sea, so that’s where we’d go first – to the beautiful gardens near the harbour, where we often go for picnics, and sometimes you can even see dolphins frolicking in the water, and sometimes you spot sharks too (though those are not quite such welcome visitors, of course)!

Meanwhile, school is going along as usual. I don’t love it, but neither do I hate it, and I am learning some good things, along with useless ones like sewing – useless because honestly, I have not advanced at all in this skill … and all I have to show for it are prick-marks all over my thumbs! I think the sewing teacher has given up on me, she just lets me sit at the back of the class and read, which suits me perfectly.

You asked in one of your letters a little while ago if I had changed my mind about my play Bold Ben Hall – about finishing it, I mean. As you know, once we were in Sydney and I was going to the school, I put it aside, because everything was so busy and I didn’t have the time in the whirlwind of new things to think about it. So I set it aside, thinking I would get back to it soon, but somehow it didn’t happen. And as time went on, the reports I was reading in the newspapers about what the gang was doing made me rather unwilling to go back to it at all – especially after I read about the killing of that poor policeman at Collector in front of his family – though I know it wasn’t Ben Hall who killed that policeman. Still, other members of his gang did.

And then just a few days ago, we heard the news that I am sure you will have read about too: the death of Sir Fredrick Pottinger at his lodgings in Sydney, from those injuries he sustained in March after accidentally shooting himself in the stomach on the trip from Bathurst to Sydney, where he had been summoned by police headquarters due to misbehaviour. The poor man lingered on for a few weeks after the injury – he must have suffered greatly. As you know, I never thought him the hero you did, but nobody deserves to die so painfully, alone and so far from home – on top of his reputation being torn to shreds – and I fervently hope his soul rests in peace.

Anyway, that then made me wonder … now Ben Hall’s old adversary has gone to meet his maker, will the police lose heart and stop hunting him and his gang? And so, I pulled out my play again and read it for the first time in a long while. It is not as bad as I feared, nor as good as I hoped, but I think it is worth starting on again. Not quite yet, but soon. What do you think of that?

With warm wishes from all of us here,

Your friend,

Lily Jordan




7 May 1865
Bathurst

Dear Lily,

I know I already wrote to you in reply to your latest letter, but I just had to write again, because we learned news that no doubt will be in the papers anyway, but that I had to set down in writing myself.

Ben Hall is dead.

He was killed the day before yesterday, near Forbes, by police, who had surrounded him as he lay sleeping. And I find myself angry and ashamed and horrified. Because it was not a fair fight.

He was shot thirty times – thirty times, Lily! He did not have time to draw his gun. There were so many of them, and only one of him. They could have wounded him, taken him alive, brought him to trial, made him account for his crimes in the right way. Instead, he was shot like a dog by men who acted like they were possessed and his bullet-riddled body was carried into Forbes slung across a horse’s back – as if he was an animal carcass being taken to the butchery.

His family was given the body later, and he was buried today. There were crowds of people at the cemetery, tragic songs sung to memorialise him, and much weeping and anger. Indeed, you don’t need to be a relative or supporter of Hall (and I assuredly still am not) to be indignant about the way it was done. The police will of course be exonerated, but I don’t think public sentiment will follow. There is much ill-feeling in the district about it and I am sure that will be the case in the whole country.

I can’t help feeling that if it had been Sir Frederick in charge of that capture, Hall would have been brought to face judgement in chains. And then I think how very odd it is that both men died so violently, so close in time to each other. Fate works in very strange ways.

And so, I think that you must finish that play. Because now you have your ending. And a sad one it is. Though it could never have been happy – at least not for Ben Hall. And that is a matter for regret, because I think that there were fine, good things in him, and that if things had been different …

Well, I suppose they would have been different. And that makes you think, doesn’t it?

My warmest wishes to you and your family,
From your friend,
Sam Turner.
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Bushrangers in Australia date back to the days of New South Wales as a penal colony in the 1780s. Early bushrangers were mostly escaped convicts who made their hideouts in the bush to raid farms and steal food and weapons. They usually operated on foot and didn’t hold up people on roads – mostly because there were very few roads in and out of the convict settlements.

However, from the 1820s onwards as more villages, towns and farms sprang up, bushrangers started to operate on horseback and take to the roads. It was during this time as well that the first constables, or police officers, began to operate in the colonies (before that, it was soldiers who patrolled the settlements).

But it was the Gold Rushes in New South Wales, Victoria and Queensland, starting from 1851, that really transformed the scene. As the colonies became richer, people from all over the world flocked to the Australian goldfields to try their luck. The goldfields then saw new towns emerging, such as Forbes, attracting not only tradespeople and shopkeepers but also professional actors, musicians and other entertainers who found a ready public.

But with the growing riches, there also came an explosion of a new kind of bushranger. These were no longer just interested in stealing to survive, but also keen to make their fortunes. As gold had to be transported from the goldfields to the city banks via coaches, it represented a tempting target for the bushrangers operating between the early 1850s and late 1870s. Lying in wait on the highways, they ambushed the gold escort coaches, sometimes succeeding in carrying off impressive hauls.

This was certainly the case with what is still known as the biggest gold robbery in Australia’s history – carried out in June 1862 by Frank Gardiner and his gang (of whom Ben Hall was supposed to be a member, though it was never proved). That coach carried 77 kilograms of gold, worth about $10 million today!

Because convict transportation had well and truly ended, the majority of these new bushrangers were no longer ex-prisoners, but young men born in rural Australia who knew the bush very well. Like the earlier bushrangers, many of them also had grievances against the justice system – some of which were justified, as there were many issues with the conduct of police at the time, and many people didn’t trust them. Certain bushrangers were therefore viewed by the community as rebels against an unjust system. So the police often had a great deal of trouble trying to locate them, not only because of their bushcraft, but also because local informers were very difficult to find. In order to try and combat these issues, the police employed ‘black trackers’ as they were then called – Aboriginal men from the local area who knew the bush intimately and could track fugitives much more skilfully than the police.

Communications had also advanced leaps and bounds. New inventions like the telegraph meant news could travel much quicker, and photography made it easier for newspapers to include illustrations of these infamous bandits, making the thrilling stories of bushrangers resonate around the country. Many songs and even novels, like the bestselling Robbery Under Arms (1888), were written about bushrangers, painting them as brave, hard-done-by figures. And famous bushrangers like Ned Kelly, Captain Thunderbolt and Ben Hall became heroes to some, villains to others. But in any case, legendary figures of Australian history, whose stories continue to be told and hotly debated to this very day.

In this novel, I wanted to present Ben Hall’s story in a way which reflects the very different perspectives through which people of the time saw him and his arch-enemy Sir Frederick Pottinger. But it also invites you, the reader today, to make up your own mind, like Lily and Sam try to – who’s the hero, who’s the villain, or do they each have a bit of both?

My main characters Lily, Sam and their families and friends are fictional, but several of the people who appear in this novel were real historical figures, and I have based their descriptions and doings on documents and sources of the time. These historical figures include not only Hall and Pottinger, of course, but also the members of Hall’s gang, Mickey Burke and the three Johnnies – Gilbert, Vane and O’Meally – as well as the landlords of the Canowindra Hotel, Billy and Rose Robinson, and French-born Forbes businessmen Auguste Nicolas and Joseph-Bernard Reymond.

I visited Canowindra, Carcoar, Eugowra and Escort Rock (where Frank Gardiner and his gang pulled off the famous gold raid) Bathurst, Forbes (including Ben Hall’s grave) and the surrounding countryside to get a feel for ‘Ben Hall country’, which proved to be both interesting and inspirational. 
I particularly want to acknowledge the kind help and useful information I received from staff at the Forbes Library and Forbes Visitor Centre, as well as the archivists of the Forbes Family History Group, which helped me to build an even fuller picture of Ben Hall and his times. Later, a visit to the fascinating Cobb and Co Museum in Toowoomba, Queensland, greatly helped in fleshing out the coaching background.

If you’d like to know more about Ben Hall, here’s a short list of some excellent books I consulted during the time I was writing this novel:

Ben Hall, by Jane Smith, ‘Australian Bushrangers series’, Big Sky Publishing, 2014. – A great book aimed at young readers, with facts of Ben Hall’s life and career clearly outlined, and many photographs and illustrations.

Ben Hall: Stories from the Hard Road, by Peter Bradley, Yellow Box Books, 2013. – A beautiful, lavishly-illustrated hardback which tells the story of Ben Hall and his gang in a gripping narrative.

The Reporting of Ben Hall the Brave Bushranger: his story in newspaper articles published from 1862 to 1866, compiled and edited by Trudy Toohill, Wild Colonial Press, 2016. – A fantastic resource of articles, letters to the editor, comments and more, from the press around Australia at the time Ben Hall and his gang were active.
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