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LETTY AND THE STRANGER’S LACE

It’s 1841 and Letty and her sister Lavinia have arrived in Sydney town. It’s a dangerous place for two girls on their own, and luckily they find a place to stay at Mrs Chisholm’s Female Immigrants Home. When Lavinia gets a job, poor Letty is left feeling useless and alone. Then she meets Mary, a strange woman in a dark room. Letty is frightened of Mary… But Mary has a secret, and Letty soon realises that perhaps she’s not as useless as she thought.

Follow Letty on her adventure in the second of four exciting stories about a free settler girl and her new life in a far-off land.
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As Letty stood on the docks in England waiting to say goodbye to her sister Lavinia all those months ago, she could never have imagined that a mix-up would bring her to Australia. But she and Lavinia have survived the ship’s journey across the world and finally arrived in Sydney. They have no home, no job and an empty hope chest, and their only friend is Abner, a young sailor with a big heart. Now night is falling, crowds are fighting, and Letty has never been so afraid …
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THE ground felt unsteady under Letty’s feet as they trudged up the hill. She was glad she held her sister Lavinia’s hand. The street was dark; it seemed to Letty to have a secret life, scratching and scuttling at the edges of her hearing. A dog howled.

Letty did not have much to be glad for, other than Lavinia. She was tired and starved. Her clothes were stiff with salt water and dirt. She and Lavinia had sailed all the way to Australia from England, leaving their family behind. It was their first night in this strange country. And they were homeless.

Lavinia hadn’t been happy with the immigrant tents, or the loud pubs offering rooms to stay. So they were searching for the home for girls that they’d been told about at the last hotel. They had come to an intersection and they didn’t know which way to go. Sydney had no street signs. Or if it did, there were no streetlamps to read them by.

A street ran off to their left. Not far along it, Letty could see a well-lit building. Several horses were tied up outside. A faint hum of voices and music came from inside. Letty felt drawn to the cheerful light like a moth.

In front of Letty, her sailor friend Abner stopped, bent sideways under Lavinia’s hope chest. Letty knew Abner was used to travelling, and working by starlight. But not even he could find his way around this strange city at night.

‘Better ask directions,’ Abner suggested, lowering the chest off his shoulder.

A big sign above the door told them the building was a theatre. As they came near, a bell rang and people began to spill out onto the street.

Lavinia and Letty hesitated. A group of men staggered out the theatre door, bumping into the people already there. A woman screeched, then a man was yelling, and next Letty saw him swing his fist. The woman fell to the ground. Letty shrank back into the darkness like a startled mouse.

‘Let’s get out of here,’ said Lavinia. She grabbed one handle of their chest.

‘Which way?’ said Abner, taking the other handle.

More scuffles broke out all over the street. Letty heard a thud as someone was thrown against the theatre wall. She wanted to run.

‘That way!’ She pointed left, down the hill. She didn’t know if it was the right way, but it was the quickest and easiest way.

Abner, Letty and Lavinia hurried down the hill, the chest swinging and banging against their shins. Another turn took them past an empty fenced square and along a main road.

‘This way’s back to the sea,’ said Abner. Letty could feel it too: a damp, salty breath of air in their faces. So they turned upwards.

The street narrowed. All three of them were breathing heavily. Abner stumbled over a step.

‘Are you all right?’ Letty asked, puffing.

‘Aye,’ he said gruffly. ‘But we’d best be asking someone whe-er to go, I think.’ Just up the hill, a house door opened, casting a circle of light on the street. Lavinia looked at it, then she gathered her skirts in her hands to climb the steps.

‘Well, here goes,’ she said.

Letty admired Lavinia so much. Her sister was not lanky and strong like Abner, but she was brave. Letty could not imagine herself knocking on a stranger’s door for help. Even an open door.

Abner put out his hand. ‘Wait now, Miss Lavinia.’

A big man was coming out of the doorway, fiddling with his belt buckle.

‘Oh!’ Lavinia turned her head away, but the man didn’t notice her. He stood with his legs apart. Letty tried not to listen to him splashing on the street. The man turned to go back in.

‘Ugh!’ Lavinia muttered. She lifted her skirts just above her ankles. ‘Excuse me!’ she called.

Letty kept close behind her.

‘Who’s keeping you, George?’ called a voice from inside. Behind the man at the door, Letty saw three or four others, lounging around a table strewn with cards.

‘A pair of lasses,’ said George, looking them up and down. He looked at Lavinia’s slim ankles particularly. Lavinia dropped her skirts to cover her feet.

‘Not your raving sister?’ said the man inside.

George frowned.

‘Mind your mouth, Archie,’ warned a third card-player.

‘Ask them in, why don’t you?’ said Archie.

Lavinia took a step back. ‘Can you tell us how far it is to Mrs Chisholm’s house for girls?’ she asked George.

The man scratched his stubbly chin with a large hand.

‘Struth. Can’t say that I can,’ he answered.

‘On Kent Street,’ Lavinia persisted. She looked past the big man to see if the others could tell her.

‘You’re no help to the ladies, George,’ the man inside said. ‘They need me.’

‘We need Mrs Chisholm’s Female Immigrants Home,’ Lavinia said firmly. Her hand squeezed Letty’s tightly.

The men all laughed. Letty wished they would stop staring and joking around, and answer the question. She felt uneasy, caught between the men in the room and the darkness of the streets. She remembered how Papa had often warned his daughters against strangers. But he was not here in Sydney to look after them.

‘Ah, now we can help you,’ said Archie. ‘That’s not on Kent Street, up top of the Rocks. That’s on Bent Street.’

‘You’re on the wrong side of the Cove,’ George explained. ‘You have to go down to the stream and back up the other side.’

Oh no, thought Letty. They had to return in the direction they’d already come. She had led them the wrong way.

‘Thank you,’ said Lavinia.

‘Come back if you get lost,’ George called after them.

‘And how are we going to do that?’ Lavinia muttered, as they went back to Abner and the chest. ‘Lost is lost. Some people are so stupid!’

‘Sorry Lavinia,’ said Letty. If she hadn’t chosen the wrong way before, they wouldn’t have to go all the way back now.

‘I wasn’t talking about you,’ said Lavinia. ‘Don’t be sorry, just keep walking.’

They shared carrying the chest with Abner. Letty’s feet ached. Lavinia’s steps were dragging too. By the time they reached the intersection near the theatre again, Letty’s head felt dizzy.

‘That the-er is Bent Street, I’d say.’ Abner pointed to where the street zigzagged up.

Letty was too tired to talk. Lavinia just nodded. The three of them plodded on, around the bend.

Up ahead was a long, low wooden building. A verandah came down over the windows, like a hat over its eyes. The posts were a bit crooked, like the street.

‘Do you think that’s the home?’ Lavinia wondered aloud.

‘Not much of a building, it aren’t,’ said Abner.

‘Better than the seashore,’ said Lavinia.

Or the theatre, thought Letty. Or George’s house. She hoped so anyway. Maybe here they could get a safe bed for the night. Away from drunks and dogs and creeping shadows.

Lavinia marched up to the door and knocked.

Letty could hear laughter inside – high-pitched and happy – women’s laughter. Chinks of light escaped the curtains. Letty thought she could smell food, too. She wished she was inside. But what if it was the wrong place? Where would they go next?

Lavinia knocked again.

After a long while, a woman opened the door, a candle in her hand. She had a hard, square face and was wearing an old nightcap, as if she were going to bed.

‘Is this Mrs Chisholm’s house?’ Lavinia asked her.

‘Surely,’ said the woman. She held the candle forward and looked at the three of them. ‘You’re straight off a boat. I can tell by the smell of you.’

‘Could you take us in?’ Lavinia asked. ‘Please? We don’t have anywhere to stay.’

‘We’re fair full up,’ the woman said. ‘Near seventy souls here already.’

Tears rose up in Letty. It seemed as if the whole wide world didn’t have a place for her. But she didn’t want to give in and cry in front of a stranger. She fought the tears down.

Lavinia tossed her head and straightened her shoulders. ‘All right!’ she said to the woman in the nightcap. ‘I trust you don’t mind us camping on your doorstep. I cannot walk a step further. And neither can my sister.’

The woman laughed. ‘You can hop off your high horse, Miss,’ she said. ‘We don’t turn desperate people away. There’s always room. Even for the lad, if he’ll bunk down in the kitchen. Come in.’
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WHEN Letty woke up next morning, she thought for a second that she was still on the ship. She was swaying gently in a hammock. Dust motes danced in the sunlight. Letty poked one hand out of the blanket to touch them, remembering that she was back on dry land. Oh, that’s right, she thought dreamily, Lavinia and I are safe.

People chattered around her, but Letty couldn’t see past the hammock’s edges.

‘Lavinia?’ she called out.

No answer.

Letty wiggled to the edge of the hammock. It swung wildly and tipped her onto the one below. The lower hammock was empty. Where was Lavinia? Letty hugged herself tight against the cold.

‘Morning!’ The woman who had let them in the previous night bustled across to Letty. ‘The water in the copper’s boiled. It’s time for your bath.’

The other women in the long room grumbled enviously. But Letty did not want a bath. She wanted to find Lavinia.

‘Where’s my sister?’ she asked. ‘And Abner? Please?’

‘The boy is eating us out of house and home. And your sister’s in the bath already, clothes and all.’

‘Oh! Can I have breakfast first, Mrs Chisholm?’ Letty asked. ‘Lavinia takes forever.’

‘I’m not Mrs Chisholm,’ retorted the woman. ‘Too old and ugly to be her. I’m Bridget. I keep house, and your sister won’t take forever when I’m around. Hurry up, now. You’ve both got an appointment with Mrs Chisholm herself, soon as she gets to the office.’

‘Do we?’ said Letty, surprised. She had never had ‘an appointment’ with anyone. That was the sort of thing her Papa used to do, back in England where she had left him – accidentally – so many weeks before.

‘Surely,’ said Bridget. ‘Like I said last night, Mrs Chisholm don’t turn people away. But she don’t like slackers or spongers either.’

It was wonderful to get into warm water for the first time since leaving England three months earlier. Lavinia had used so much soap that the water frothed. Letty floated and hummed. The black dirt crusting her skin dissolved. So did her fears of the night before.

Lavinia came back in a borrowed dress to brush out Letty’s hair. She had another dress for Letty to put on after the bath. It was a faded lavender colour, with nice scalloped flounces. But it was much too big.

Lavinia frowned. ‘Nobody had a spare small enough for you,’ she said. ‘If only you’d brought something else to wear.’

But Letty hadn‘t, because she wasn’t supposed to come to Australia. After Letty had saved her sister’s life on board the ship, Lavinia was glad she had come. Still, Letty wondered whether she was going to be a nuisance to her big sister. Even if neither of them meant her to be.

‘We might not do for a fashion illustration,’ said Lavinia, ‘but at least we’re gloriously clean. I am starving.’

They joined Abner in the kitchen, where he was working steadily through a mound of bread and jam.

‘Are you staying here, too?’ Letty asked him.

Abner shook his head. ‘Going back to the ship, I am. Straight away this morning. Before First Mate has a mind to skin me.’

Letty’s heart sank a little, the way a cake did as it cooled. She didn’t want Abner to go. He was her best friend, and the only person she knew in Australia except Lavinia.

‘Will you come and visit?’ she asked.

‘When I can,’ he said. He stood up and wiped his mouth with one hand. Letty hoped that First Mate would not be hard on him. She hoped he would be allowed to visit her often.

‘You-er a sight, truly,’ said Abner. He smiled broadly.

Letty looked down at the baggy dress in embarrassment.

‘Who’d guess you-er skin was white as angels, under that ship muck?’ he said.

So he wasn’t talking about the dress at all. Letty laughed. She felt his approval warm her through, even nicer than the soapy bath.

After breakfast, Bridget took them next door to Mrs Chisholm’s office. Letty did not know what to expect. She wondered what Mrs Chisholm would think of them. From the respectful way Bridget spoke, Letty thought Mrs Chisholm must be very stern.

In fact, Mrs Chisholm was much younger than Bridget, with a round face. Neat ringlets of hair fell to her shoulders. Her dress was very neat, too, of inky blue, expensive silk. Letty thought she looked calm, and certain.

Lavinia dropped a curtsey. So did Letty.

‘What’s your name, please?’ asked Mrs Chisholm.

‘Lavinia Beddows.’

‘Lavinia!’ humphed Bridget. ‘Too fancy for a servant girl.’

‘Quiet, Bridget. It’s not the name that matters, but the girl. Is the little one your sister?’

‘Yes,’ answered Lavinia. ‘This is Letty, and she stays with me.’

‘Hmm,’ said Mrs Chisholm. ‘You know I set up this place to keep girls off the streets. You are welcome here, but not for too long – days not months. New South Wales needs young women – as wives, mothers and workers. What kind of work can you do, Miss Beddows?’

‘I did have work lined up here,’ Lavinia explained proudly, ‘but my employer let me down.’ She flicked her shawl over her shoulder as if she were whisking the thought away. ‘I can read and write, and sew very well. And also cook and clean.’

‘And you are very attractive,’ said Mrs Chisholm thoughtfully. ‘We will have to be careful where you are placed. No bachelors.’

Lavinia blushed.

Mrs Chisholm made some notes in a big ledger in front of her. Then she looked up at Letty. Letty did her best to stand still without squirming.

‘Letty is quite young,’ Mrs Chisholm said.

Letty knotted her fingers together to keep them from trembling.

‘But there’s a place for everyone on God’s earth,’ Mrs Chisholm added. ‘Next please, Bridget.’

‘So now what?’ Lavinia asked Bridget when they came out of the office.

‘Now you peel the potatoes.’

Lavinia pulled a face.

‘And you wait and see,’ continued Bridget. ‘City people come here wanting servants, and country folk come wanting wives. Mrs Chisholm does her best to see they all get what they deserve.’

Letty thought that not everyone deserved a servant or a wife like Lavinia. She hoped somebody kind and trustworthy would turn up for them both. She wasn’t sure if they would. She was not at all sure what sort of a person she, Letty, deserved.
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TWO weeks later, Letty and Lavinia stood in front of a house at an address Mrs Chisholm had given them. It had taken this long to find a suitable employer who might take on Lavinia. They were there for an interview.

‘My, this is nice,’ said Lavinia appreciatively.

Letty nodded. ‘No coal smoke,’ she said. Even though it was winter, the sky was pale blue. Sydney Harbour shone in the distance.

‘The house, silly,’ said Lavinia.

The new sandstone face of 200 Cumberland Street was clean and friendly.

‘Look at the curtains,’ Lavinia said.

Letty looked. Through tall glass windows she saw crimson velvet drapes.

‘This employer isn’t short of money, Letty.’ Lavinia smoothed her dress. ‘When we get in there, try not to ogle, and drop your eyes. Pray she takes us.’

Lavinia was wearing her own washed clothes again. She looked so hopeful and pretty, Letty didn’t think anyone could turn her down. Letty’s old dress had been cut up for petticoats, so she had to keep wearing the too-big, borrowed one. Even after tweaks and fixes by Lavinia, it looked very worn. Letty did not feel she matched her sister. But Lavinia swept her along, around the garden, to the servants’ back door.

A short, cheery woman met them there and introduced herself as the housekeeper. ‘You’re the seamstress? Come and have a look round,’ she said. ‘I’ll explain the work.’ She pulled her apron off over her head. A bunch of keys bounced on her big bosom.

‘Well fed!’ Lavinia whispered. That was a good sign, according to the women at Mrs Chisholm’s home. Some employers thought servants could live off thin air, they told Letty and Lavinia.

‘The little girl had better wait in the kitchen,’ said the housekeeper. ‘Don’t touch the pastries,’ she warned Letty.

‘Letty’s very good,’ said Lavinia. ‘She’ll do exactly as you say.’

‘Lovely,’ said the housekeeper.

Lavinia followed the housekeeper down the corridor into the big house.

The little butterfly cakes with cream looked very pretty on their china plate. Letty breathed in the warm, sweet smell of the kitchen and held her hands firmly in her lap. She liked it here. No matter how delicious the cakes were, she would not take even a fingertip of cream. Not unless they were allowed to, when – if — they were living here.

When Lavinia and the housekeeper came back, the housekeeper’s eyes went straight to Letty’s hands, then the pastries. She gave a little nod. Letty felt she had passed a test.

‘I’ll send word to Mrs Chisholm,’ said the short woman, ‘once I’ve talked to the mistress about whether she’ll have you.’

Letty and Lavinia let themselves out. They strolled down the road, past grazing goats, to enjoy the view. Lavinia was very excited.

‘You should see the mistress’s wardrobe, Letty. She’s got the most beautiful taste – so many gowns! And a pile of mending nearly as tall as you. And there’s a maid’s room all to ourselves – with wallpaper! The paper has wreaths of blue roses, Letty. You’ll love it.’

Lavinia’s eyes sparkled like the sea. Letty, too, felt as sunny as the day. They could write and tell Papa that soon they would have their first home, together, in Australia. She hoped.
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‘Your sister should stay put to wait and hear from Cumberland Street,’ Bridget said to Letty next morning. ‘But you must make yourself useful. I need you to go to Cribbs Lane, in the Rocks.’

Letty knew now that the Rocks was the name for the headland above the wharves. She and Lavinia had walked up through its close, jumbled buildings to get to Cumberland Street.

‘I want six loaves from Fry’s Bakery,’ Bridget instructed. ‘They’re cheaper there, but he won’t deliver.’

Letty didn’t like going around Sydney’s streets by herself. The thought of their first night on land made her shiver. But she didn’t dare refuse. Bridget made Letty a bit nervous. She had big arms in sleeves as puffy as boxing gloves, and she dealt with laundry, cooking pots and young women with equal speed.

Letty took Bridget’s sack and set off. She avoided the military men whisking past on their fast horses and made a wide circle around a pack of stray dogs. She stopped for a while on the jetty, looking for Abner’s ship, the Duchess. But there were so many ships in the harbour and they were too far away. Letty was sad that she couldn’t even pick which one he was on. She wanted to tell him about the room with blue roses on the walls. She would have to keep it to herself for now, and get her errand done.

Letty was proud of herself when she finally found the corner of Cribbs Lane and Cumberland Street. She knew she was in the right place by the wafting smell of baking bread. The door was slightly ajar. Letty knocked.

There was no answer. Not even when Letty took a deep breath and knocked again. Maybe the baker is out the back, thought Letty. Surely, since this was a shop, she could go inside and wait for him. She pushed the door open across a broken tiled floor, and stepped in.

The room was small and dim. Letty could make out a little table and a bed in the corner. The table had something bulky on it, covered by a cloth. Everything was still. She couldn’t see any bread.

‘Hello?’ Letty called.

There was a sudden movement in the corner. Letty jumped. The bedclothes heaved, and someone sat up.

Letty froze.

It was a woman. Young, like Lavinia, maybe. But strange. She was wearing a nightshift even though it was the middle of the day. She had heavy black shadows under her eyes. Her dark hair hung long and tangly. The woman gripped the blanket in front of her as if she were holding up a shield.

‘Get – out!’ she rasped.

Letty took a step backwards, too frightened to say anything.

‘Get away!’ The woman’s voice was rising.

Letty stumbled out over the threshold. She didn’t even close the heavy door behind her. She ran around the corner, hoping the woman wouldn’t come after her.

She nearly ran straight into a man. She got even more of a surprise when she recognised him as George, the card-player Lavinia had spoken to when they’d been lost on their first night in Sydney. He was smoking a pipe outside his doorway. Above his head a sign said ‘George Fry. Fresh Baked Goods.’ Letty felt small and silly. She had walked in the wrong door.

‘What the devil? Watch it, lass,’ said George, moodily.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Letty. ‘Bridget has sent me to get six loaves of bread,’ she added.

‘Is Bridget pretty?’ George asked. ‘She can have them, if she is.’

‘Not really,’ Letty had to admit.

‘Pity,’ said George. ‘Do I know you?’

‘I met you on our first night in Sydney with my sister and Abner, when we were lost.’

‘New chums,’ George said. Then he looked at Letty more carefully. ‘You’ve got an older sister, eh? I remember now – very nicely turned-out.’

‘We would like some bread, if you please,’ Letty reminded him.

‘No worries,’ said George.

George filled the sack. Letty took it and went home another way to avoid the strange lady’s front door. Letty hoped she wouldn’t have to come here too often.
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When Letty got back to the Female Immigrants Home, the big-bosomed housekeeper from Cumberland Street was on the verandah, about to knock.

She hesitated when she saw Letty.

‘Won’t you come in?’ Letty asked her.

‘Thank you,’ she replied, her arms folded across her front, ‘but I’m in a hurry.’

Maybe that is why she looks a little uncomfortable, Letty thought. She remembered Lavinia’s advice and took her eyes off the housekeeper’s face. She looked down at her dress instead.

‘Can you please inform your sister,’ the housekeeper continued, ‘that she’s highly suitable —’

Hooray! thought Letty. They had got the position. She and Lavinia would have a lovely place to live and good money to live on. Someone wanted them. She wanted to shout it all around the Home.

‘But –’

Letty looked up. ‘But’ what? That one little word threatened to pop their bright dreams like bubbles.

‘– but the Mistress says we haven’t need for two of you. So the answer’s no. I’m sorry. I wish you luck.’

‘No?’ said Letty, aghast. ‘Do you mean you won’t employ Lavinia?’

‘Not on those terms,’ said the housekeeper.

Letty could not keep the next question back, although the words burned her throat. ‘Because of me?’

‘That’s it.’ The housekeeper’s bosom heaved in a sigh.

Letty stared miserably at the verandah boards. She saw how her boots were scuffed and broken. Her legs were thin as sticks. She wasn’t as pretty or useful as Lavinia. People didn’t want her.

There was something she could do though, Letty decided. She could move out of Lavinia’s way.

‘Can you please tell your mistress,’ Letty said, in a shaky voice, ‘my sister says she’ll be very happy to come by herself.’

The housekeeper beamed. ‘Excellent, dearie. The master will send the four-seater to pick her up tomorrow.’
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Lavinia stamped her foot and yelled when she found out what Letty had done.

‘You speak for yourself, not me!’ Lavinia said. ‘I’ll decide what’s best.’ She snatched up her shawl and whirled it angrily around her shoulders. ‘Now I have to go up there to tell them there’s been a mistake. I’ll look silly. They’ll think we’re unreliable. If they talk about me to other rich people we’ll never be offered another job like that! It will be your fault, Letty.’

Bridget interrupted. ‘You won’t do no such thing,’ she said, wagging a wooden spoon at Lavinia. ‘Unless you want to be here still when Mrs C. goes on her next trip to the bush. She’ll find you an ex-convict to marry. And a bark hut to live in.’

Lavinia shuddered. She twisted the shawl ends between her fingers.

‘Right then,’ said Bridget. ‘We’ll look after your sister here. For now. You pack your chest and thank your lucky stars for such a position. You’re heading to the top end of Cumberland Street.’

Lavinia bit her lip and looked uncertainly at Letty. Her hand fluttered over Letty’s hair. She smoothed her little sister’s collar.

‘It’s just for a little while,’ she said finally. ‘The mistress might change her mind about you if she likes me enough.’

Letty did not think that made sense at all. Anyone could see she was not the same as Lavinia. But Lavinia had to find work or they’d be beggars. Letty did not want them both on Sydney’s streets again.

‘I’ll be fine,’ Letty said in a small voice, although she didn’t feel fine at all.
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WHEN Lavinia left, Letty felt alone in the Immigrants Home, even though she was surrounded by people. Mrs Chisholm went into the country with a group of older girls. New women arrived, but many of them moved on quickly, too.

Only Letty and Bridget remained.

‘You can’t eat charity’s bread forever,’ Bridget said briskly to any girl who was slow to find work. Letty felt the words wagging at her like Bridget’s wooden spoon.

Letty knew about the bread. She paid six shillings for six loaves every day, with Mrs Chisholm’s money. Letty didn’t like going to the bakery. The Rocks’ streets were narrow, steep and muddy. People who lived there tipped slops, and even worse things, in the street. The bakery itself was not a whole lot better. Spider webs hung in strings from the ceiling and balls of dust collected in the corner, all thickened with a heavy coating of flour. Letty didn’t mind George, but in the back of her mind was always the thought of the woman who lived next door.

She told Bridget about her.

‘I’ve heard of her,’ said Bridget as she gave her the money in the bread sack. ‘She’s gone mad, they say. You stay away. She might be dangerous.’ Letty did not have to be warned. She was already spooked.

On her way to the bakery, Letty wandered along the nice end of Cumberland Street, where Lavinia’s house was. She sat down on the grass for a rest, opposite the tidy gardens. She wished it was Sunday, when Lavinia had a day off and was allowed to visit Letty.

Suddenly Letty felt something bump her back. She turned around and came face to face with one of the wild goats that roamed the headland. The goat had its head lowered. Its round, red-rimmed eyes were fixed on Letty.

Letty gave a squeal and scrambled to her feet. The bread sack fell on the ground. The goat made its move. It lunged for the sack and grabbed it in its long, yellow teeth. Then, with a flick of its hindquarters, the goat jumped away.

‘No!’ shrieked Letty. ‘Give that back!’

The goat did not ignore her, but it didn’t drop the sack either. It stood on the grassy cliff top, gazing at Letty and chomping on the sack. The sack drooped from either side of the goat’s mouth like a long moustache.

Letty guessed that the goat liked the bready smell of the old bag. It didn’t matter much if the animal chewed it up - what really mattered were the coins inside. It was bad enough that Letty had to rely on someone else for free food and shelter. But if she lost their money, too, would they even let her stay? Would they think she’d stolen it for herself?

Letty made a grab for the sack. But the goat saw her coming and skittled out of reach. Letty missed. She took another step towards the animal. It was so close to the edge of the cliff that it couldn’t move back any further. Instead it tried to dodge past Letty, knocking into her. Letty tripped and lost her footing. As she fell, she got one end of the sack. The goat tried to run, but Letty didn’t let go.

Neither did the goat. Its teeth clamped on the rough cloth. ‘Get away, you beast!’ Letty shouted. She pulled, but the goat pulled harder. The sack began to tear. Then the goat bucked its hindquarters again. The sack ripped completely. The goat leapt away, tossing its head.

Letty saw the shillings fly out of the ripped sack. The coins twinkled in the air, then pinged off a rock. They fell, spinning silver, over the edge of the cliff.

‘You stupid animal!’ Letty yelled at the goat. ‘Look what you’ve done! You’ve lost the money for nothing. There isn’t even any food in that sack!’

The goat did not seem to care. It trotted off down Cumberland Street, waving half the sack victoriously in its jaws.

Letty followed it with a heavy heart. George Fry would have to sell the Home’s bread to someone else today. She’d better tell him. Perhaps she could beg a couple of old loaves from him so Bridget would not get too angry.

However, George was frowning before Letty even opened her mouth. She explained what had happened and said she was sorry.

‘Might you have any burnt loaves you can’t sell?’ she pleaded.

George restacked the loaves on his counter without saying a word.

Eventually he sighed. ‘I’ll bet it was a nanny goat,’ he said. ‘Females are the worst.’

‘Are they?’ said Letty.

George tapped the old tobacco from his pipe onto the counter. ‘They’re deuced difficult.’

Letty winced at his swearing.

‘They’re impossible,’ George went on. He waved one hand in the air. ‘Working them out is worse than tying bootlaces blindfolded.’

Letty laughed. She hadn’t realised that George had a problem with goats, too.

‘How can I get them to like me?’ George said sadly. ‘I like them.’

Oh. Letty felt embarrassed. George was not talking about goats.

‘Women are impossible,’ he repeated.

Letty thought how the women she knew were not always easy to get along with. They could be forceful like Bridget, easily annoyed like Lavinia, or harassed like her Stepmama. But that did not stop Letty loving them.

Maybe, she thought, women would like George more if the bakery weren’t so dirty and he didn’t puff smoke everywhere. She would certainly prefer it.

‘Perhaps you should ask them what they would like,’ she suggested politely.

‘I’m asking you,’ George insisted.

Letty studied George. He had a rather grand hooked nose. George shared the name of the old King, and Letty thought his nose was royal-looking, too. His dark eyebrows and black wavy hair were also kind of handsome. At least they could be, but the white smudges of flour all through them made her want to giggle.

‘Perhaps if you washed your face and your waistcoat and didn’t use bad language?’ Letty suggested.

George looked down at his stained chest. ‘Scrub up, eh? Christ!’

Letty’s eyes went wide. George clapped a hand over his mouth when he realised that he’d sworn again.

‘Why can’t grown women be as honest as you?’ George complained.

Letty wasn’t sure how to answer that. Fortunately, it seemed the baker did not expect her to.

He grinned at her. ‘That advice is worth six shillings on my slate,’ he said. ‘You can take your half-dozen loaves.’

‘Thank you, but I haven’t got anything to put them in,’ Letty said.

‘Come out the back. We’ll find something,’ George said.

Letty followed George past the big brick oven. They threaded their way through sacks of flour and stacks of bread tins. Letty’s skirt caught on a tin and pulled it down with a clatter. George didn’t seem to notice. He stepped over a coal scuttle and knocked at another door. He held it open for Letty.

As soon as Letty stepped through, she recognised the room with a shiver. It was the mad lady’s house. The woman was there, in the corner.

George spoke to her. ‘Don’t worry about us, Mary. I’m just getting this lass a canvas bag.’

‘There’s one here somewhere,’ he said to Letty, pulling a crate out from under the bed. He spread stuff over the floor - a basket of apples, scissors, broken pipes, a pack of cards.

‘Have an apple,’ George offered. ‘They’re from the country.’ He held one out behind him.

Letty took it nervously. The woman did not tell Letty to get out. She didn’t speak at all. Letty wanted to leave, but she had to get the bread from George.

Letty saw the woman had pinned up her hair, at least, although it draped in loops around her face. She was still wearing a shift, underneath the heavy blanket wrapped around her. What was she doing dressed like that in front of a man? Was she George’s wife? Letty looked away in embarrassment.

A square of sunlight fell on the table. A large cushion was propped there. It was cylinder-shaped, and stuffed tight. It wouldn’t have been very comfortable to lean against, but Letty didn’t think that was what it was for. The top of the cushion was jammed with pins, standing in a tight pattern like an army of thin soldiers. Below the pins hung a bundle of little wooden rods. Out the other side flowed a trail of the most delicate petals of lace Letty had ever seen.

Letty reached out to trace the pattern with one finger.

‘Leave it,’ warned the woman.

Letty snatched her hand back.

George shook an old bag so hard it cracked like a whip. Dust flew everywhere. ‘This’ll do,’ he said. He swept the rest of the stuff back under the bed with one foot.

Mary said nothing. Lavinia wouldn’t let her things be treated like that, Letty thought. But then Lavinia had never stayed in bed all day. Except for the time she’d been sick, Letty remembered. This woman did not look well either.

Letty and George went back to the bakery.

‘Who was that?’ Letty asked.

‘My sister, Mary,’ George said. He drooped like a sad dog, and stopped stuffing the bag with loaves. ‘Don’t mind her. That’s the only thing she bothers with - fiddle-faddling, making that lace. When she does anything at all.’

‘She made that?’ The lace was so white, so perfect, while Mary was so shadowy and strange.

George raised his hands. ‘Women,’ he said again.

Poor George, Letty thought, having a madwoman as his sister. Letty would much rather have Lavinia.

George lit his pipe and took a couple of puffs. ‘You wouldn’t be wanting some work, would you Letty? For pay?’

‘Yes, I would,’ she said in surprise.

George eyed the stains on his waistcoat. ‘Mary isn’t in a condition to do much,’ he said. ‘I was hoping to get my clobber clean by Sunday. Could you put in a couple of hours washing?’

‘I think so,’ said Letty, pleased to be useful. She would rather work with Lavinia, but at least this was something. Perhaps if she gave Bridget the money, she would be allowed to stay in the Home longer. She might not be as good as an older girl, but Letty was sure she could do a better job than George.

‘And you could keep Mary company while I’m in here. Until she’s – you know – done.’

Bridget’s words flashed into Letty’s mind: she might be dangerous. Letty couldn’t help remembering the sharp scissors lying in Mary’s room. She didn’t know what ‘done’ meant and she didn’t want to find out.

‘Oh no!’ she exclaimed.

George’s jaw clamped down on his pipe.

‘I mean, I won’t be allowed.’

Letty was being untruthful because she didn’t want to hurt his feelings. But she could tell by George’s frown that he was disappointed.

‘Struth.’ George looked at his dirty waistcoat again. ‘I’ll pay thruppence a morning. See if that changes Bridget’s mind.’

Letty already knew she was not going to ask Bridget. She had made up her mind to turn down George’s offer. She wasn’t sure what she was going to do to earn her living. But she was not going to be shut in with a madwoman.
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A few days later, Abner and Letty sat on the jetty. Abner had come to find her at the Home, but he said he didn’t have much time. So Bridget had let Letty come down here with him on her way to get bread. The docks were all hustle and bustle: porters stacked up ship supplies; sailors loaded them onto rowboats; seagulls screeched for scraps.

Letty was glad for time with Abner, wherever it was. She cupped the apple from George in her hands. Letty hadn’t eaten an apple since … she couldn’t remember. This one was shiny green with a pink blush. It had looked so good that she’d saved it to share with Abner.

First she told Abner how Lavinia’s employer at the big house still only wanted her older sister, not her. And how she worried about what would happen to her.

‘You-er a brave girl, Letty,’ Abner said.

‘I’m not really,’ Letty admitted. ‘I’m scared. And lonely.’

‘You can feel scared and be brave at the one time, I’d say. You-er not alone, truly.’

Letty smiled. ‘You’re still here.’

Abner did not smile back. He watched the water swirl around the wharf posts. It moved like a dance, thought Letty: back, forth and round, in a rhythm of its own.

‘The Duchess is sailing on the tide,’ he said. ‘We’er going to Van Diemen’s Land, then China.’

Letty felt as if the cold waves under the jetty had suddenly drenched her. She had known Abner would have to leave eventually when his ship sailed again, but she hadn’t wanted to believe it. ‘When will you be back?’

‘We’er bound for Liverpool, after that.’

‘That is so far,’ Letty said brokenly. ‘And the sea is so dangerous… You might never come back.’

‘It’s my job,’ said Abner. ‘ “Fear not,” the Bible says. “I have called you by you-er name.” ’ He quoted softly: ‘ “When you pass through the waters I will be with you, they shall not overflow you —” ’

‘Stop,’ said Letty. She didn’t want to hear any more. She didn’t want to think about Abner sailing away. She felt as if she couldn’t bear it. She had given up Lavinia to the big house and now Abner was being taken away, too. He scuffed his large feet against the jetty post.

‘You can’t stay?’ Letty asked.

Abner shook his head. ‘Against the law, that’d be. I’d get locked up.’

Letty’s hopes sighed away like a falling tide.

‘Abner,’ she said, ‘will you write to me?’

Abner looked at her unhappily. ‘I can’t, Letty. Plenty of words, my heart has, but my hands can’t put ’em on paper.’

‘Oh.’ Letty had never realised. She wished she had, and Lavinia could have taught him to read and write, just like she taught Letty. It was too late now. He was going all the way to England.

England! Letty suddenly realised what that meant. ‘Could you take a message to my Papa?’

‘Surely.’ Abner nodded solemnly.

‘He’s Mr Beddows, near the Three Dogs Inn, in Birmingham. Tell him —’ What good news did she have? ‘Tell him me and Lavinia got here safely. That Lavinia has a good job. And that I miss them all.’

A sharp whistle made Abner turn his head. The Duchess’s bosun and a pair of sailors were coming along the jetty, their arms loaded with parcels. The sailors climbed down into a rowboat. The bosun waved to Abner.

‘Aye-aye,’ said Abner. ‘Time to go.’ He stood there awkwardly, his elbows poking out of his shirt. ‘Fear not, Letty.’

Letty held out the apple she had meant for sharing. She put it in Abner’s rough-skinned palm.

‘Thank you, my friend Abner,’ she whispered. Then she fled down the jetty back to shore, because she couldn’t watch him go.
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LETTY still had tears on her face when she reached 200 Cumberland Street. She wiped her eyes with the hem of her dress, and knocked on the kitchen door.

‘May I see Lavinia, please?’ she asked the housekeeper.

‘No dearie. She’s with the Mistress, altering a ballgown.’ The housekeeper stood in the doorway. ‘You shouldn’t be here.’

‘Sorry, ma’am,’ said Letty. Letty had just wanted to be with her big sister for a little while – to hide her face in the ruffles of Lavinia’s dress and feel Lavinia stroke her hair. Letty really was alone, whatever Abner said, and full of fear and unhappiness.

‘But maybe you needn’t have come for nothing,’ said the housekeeper thoughtfully. ‘The Mistress is very happy with your sister’s work, you know.’

Letty knew she should be glad to hear it. That was good for Lavinia.

‘This Friday,’ the housekeeper went on, ‘the Master is holding a big dinner. We could do with a couple of extra hands. You’re well-spoken and trustworthy. Could you come here at noon? It will be a late night. You can sleep in Lavinia’s room.’

Bridget and Lavinia would certainly approve of that. Letty was excited at the thought of staying over in the big house with her sister. ‘Yes, ma’am!’ Letty answered with a curtsey.

‘That’s the way, dearie,’ said the housekeeper. She fingered the worn cuffs of Letty’s dress. ‘But the Mistress likes her servants to look as good as the rest of the house. Shabby won’t do.’

Letty would have to talk to Bridget. She couldn’t let the Mistress, the housekeeper and Lavinia down. First she’d get the bread, then she’d go straight back to Mrs Chisholrm’s Home.

Letty hurried along the street to where the houses were smaller and older - to the bakery.

Letty stopped at the threshold. George was not behind the high counter. Mary was, sitting on a stool.

Letty looked around.

‘My brother is out,’ said Mary. ‘What do you want?’

‘Six loaves for the Female Immigrants Home,’ Letty said.

‘I see. You’re Letty,’ said Mary. ‘Letty who wouldn’t work here.’ Mary hunched the blanket closer over her shoulders. ‘I don’t blame you. I don’t like my company either. Nobody does.’

Letty did not like the way Mary talked. It made her feel cold.

‘I have work already, at my sister’s place,’ Letty said defensively. Mary just looked at her. ‘It’s on Friday – well, it will be if I can find something nicer to wear.’

Letty was relieved to see George reappear in the doorway of the bakery. He had a new shirt folded over his arm.

‘Can you help the lass out with a bit of finery?’ he asked Mary. ‘She’s done me a good turn with her advice.’ He held up the shirt on his arm with a grin.

‘If you say so.’ Mary got down slowly from the stool.

‘Go with her.’ George nodded to Letty.

Letty followed reluctantly. She made sure she left the back door open behind her, so she could hear George whistling in the bakery.

The curtains were closed in Mary’s room and a cloth lay half-across the lace pillow. Mary sighed as she pulled a box from under her bed.

‘Aren’t you making lace today?’ asked Letty, thinking that might be a safe thing to talk about.

‘No. Some days I can’t think,’ Mary answered. ‘You like lace.’ Mary’s voice came out flat, as if conversation was an effort and Mary’s real feelings had got left behind.

Letty nodded.

‘It’s a waste of time anyway,’ said Mary. ‘The world is an ugly place.’

‘Oh no,’ said Letty. The world was frightening and sad sometimes, yet most of it was not ugly.

But Mary didn’t seem to be listening. She had taken a letter out of the box and was looking at it. The envelope was addressed to ‘M. Grey, Fry’s Bakery, the Rocks’.

Mary dropped it on the bed. Two of the wooden pegs used for making lace rolled out. They were whittled from deep red wood, and words were carved along the side. One said ‘All our love, Clem’. ‘And Harry Grey’ said the other.

Letty couldn’t help being curious about who Clem and Harry Grey might be. Maybe they were some of George’s card-playing friends.

Mary was still looking in the box. A red dress was bundled on top. It was in good condition, with a well-tailored waist. Letty wondered why Mary didn’t wear it.

Mary pulled out a paper package and unfolded it on the bed. ‘Pick any,’ she told Letty. ‘Sew them on your dress.’

Three sets of lace collars and cuffs lay on the brown paper. One collar was like a big snowflake – it had a pattern of diamonds and tiny lace points. Another was like a garden bed, with a broad band of flowers. On the third, fine linen tendrils curled around sprays of leaves.

Letty couldn’t take any of them. ‘They’re much too good for me,’ she said.

‘Why?’ Mary picked up the snowflake collar and draped it around Letty’s neckline. Her fingers were cold. Letty took a step back.

‘That’s the smallest one,’ said Mary. ‘It covers the rubbed neckline all right.’

Letty was sure it did much more than that. The lace was of a quality that servants could not afford. It was even better than the linen Letty had traded from Lavinia’s hope chest. It would do the mistress of 200 Cumberland Street proud.

‘Are you sure I can borrow it?’ Letty asked.

‘Take the cuffs, too,’ Mary replied.

‘I promise to look after it.’ Letty held the lace package carefully in two hands.

Mary shrugged.

‘Go through the bakery,’ she said. ‘I don’t want the street staring in on me.’

Letty hurried out.

‘She found you something?’ George asked.

‘Yes, thank you,’ said Letty.

‘Then we’re both kitted out. That new shirt is for the races at the end of the month,’ George confided. ‘I’m going with a couple of skirts and a few chums.’

‘Like Harry Grey?’ asked Letty, remembering the lace bobbin.

‘Who?’ George blinked.

‘Doesn’t matter,’ said Letty quickly.

‘Harry Grey? Blimey!’ He threw a quick look over his shoulder towards Mary’s room. ‘What’s she been saying to you?’

‘Not very much,’ Letty said.

‘Harry’s her little boy,’ said George, in a low voice. ‘She left him to come down to Sydney. He’s with his father in the country, looking after the farm. Just for now, you know.’

Letty did not know at all. She was astounded.

‘Mary has a child?’

George laid a finger to his lips. ‘Better not talk about that. It makes her worse. I don’t know what to do with her crying.’

Letty stared at him. She felt a surge of anger, rolling through her like a wave. Not anger at George, but at Mary. How could a mother leave her own son? Didn’t Mary see how terrible it was for a child to be alone? Letty was not usually an angry person, but she knew the horrible emptiness of losing a mother. She wanted to throw away the lace she was holding in disgust.

But if she did that, she couldn’t work with Lavinia. ‘Beggars can’t be choosers’, as Bridget said. I’ll borrow the lace collar for Saturday night, she thought, and return it to George. Then I will never speak to Mary again.
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L AVINIA put her hands on Letty’s shoulders and kissed her in the middle of the forehead.

‘Where did you get that lace? You look perfect,’ she said. ‘But I won’t hug you. My petticoats took forever to starch. I don’t want them crushed.’

Lavinia did a little twirl about the kitchen. Her skirts were so full they curved out like a bell. Letty laughed.

‘Now, now,’ said the housekeeper. ‘A little decorum, please.’

‘Yes, ma’am,’ said Letty and Lavinia at once. It felt so good to be with Lavinia again. Letty looked forward to the two of them spending all night together.

Letty listened very carefully as the housekeeper showed them over the house. ‘After the meal, the ladies will retire here, to the drawing room. The gentlemen will remain in there.’ She pointed to a separate room.

‘Don’t they like each other?’ Letty asked.

‘Don’t ask questions,’ said the housekeeper. ‘This is the way it’s done in society.’ She paused. Her eyes swept the room up and down. Letty thought it looked like a palace. The chairs were covered in embroidery. But the housekeeper shook her head.

‘There’s yellow pollen on the mantelpiece,’ she tutted. ‘Letty, you come back with a dustpan. The Mistress insists on fresh flowers, even in the middle of winter, but I don’t like wattle myself.’

Letty spent the afternoon dusting, fetching, and peeling vegetables. She learned how to hold a silver tray properly and where to stand.

‘Still and quiet,’ said Lavinia. ‘No, don’t watch my eyes like an eager puppy. Society ladies don’t want to know you’re there. Look at the tray instead. That’s it.’

By the time the guests were due, Letty’s feet were already sore. The first ring on the front doorbell made her jump. Lavinia got up to answer it.

‘All right, Letty?’

Letty nodded solemnly.

‘Be careful. Don’t drop anything.’

Letty was determined to do her absolute best. If she messed up, the Mistress and the housekeeper might blame Lavinia. Letty was nervous. She’d never done anything like this before. But hadn’t she always looked after the bread well for Bridget? She could do it, she told herself.

Letty heard the exclamations of guests arriving in the entrance hall. Lavinia was taking the cloaks and bonnets now. The housekeeper stoked the kitchen fire and put the first course on to heat.

‘Shall I help?’ Letty asked.

‘No,’ said the housekeeper, washing a huge bowlful of a strange vegetable shaped like a swollen green rose. ‘You have to keep clean.’

Letty stayed on the far side of the kitchen, away from the sparks and smoke and the bustling housekeeper. She waited for ages, until Lavinia came through the hallway door.

‘They’re going in to the dining room,’ Lavinia announced.

She and Letty stood back while the housekeeper ladled soup into a china tureen.

‘What’s that?’ Letty asked her sister.

‘Turtle soup,’ Lavinia replied.

Letty made a face.

‘It’s not for you, anyway,’ said Lavinia. Lavinia picked up the white tureen by its curved handles. ‘You carry the tray with the ladle. Remember,’ Lavinia dropped her voice as they went out into the hallway, ‘don’t stare. Not even at the purple cabbage.’

Cabbage wasn’t Letty’s favourite food. If she was Mistress of a house, she wouldn’t serve it to guests.

Letty stepped into the dining room. She was dazzled. Dozens of candles glinted off rows of silver cutlery. The crystal glasses seemed to ring with the loud voices of the guests sitting along the table. The gentlemen’s brass buttons winked with every argument they made. The ladies’ silk dresses gleamed, and their earrings trembled as they laughed. Even the table was dressed in a white cloth, so starched the corners folded sharp as a salute. Letty felt very young and out of place.

When she saw the far end of the table, she gasped. There, in full purple frills, was Mrs Hutch - the woman who had gone back on her promise to employ Lavinia when they first arrived in Sydney. Letty looked at Lavinia, who arched her eyebrows. So that was what Lavinia had meant by the cabbage! Mrs Hutch did look like one, in her layers of ruffles. Letty stopped herself from laughing.

But Mrs Hutch didn’t even glance at them.

Letty concentrated on Lavinia’s eyes and hands. She passed things to Lavinia, who served the guests. Letty found it was easy to ignore the guests’ conversation because it wasn’t very interesting - something about ‘improving the colonial population’. Letty and Lavinia got through serving turtle soup, smoked salmon, artichokes and kidney pudding without a hitch. Letty carried stacks of dirty dishes carefully back to the kitchen.

‘You and your sister can wash those later,’ said the housekeeper.

Letty sank gratefully into a kitchen chair. She needed a rest.

But the housekeeper handed Letty a platter of cakes and biscuits. ‘It’s time to take the ladies their tea. Lavinia, you take the teapot. It’s too heavy for Letty.’

Letty couldn’t take her eyes off the food. She was getting so hungry. She had watched the guests eat course after course without a mouthful herself. Of course she couldn’t touch it, she knew, or she and Lavinia would be sent packing. But her stomach kept telling her eyes to look.

Lavinia stopped to open the drawing-room door. Letty stood on Lavinia’s dress.

‘Watch where you’re going!’ hissed Lavinia.

‘Is Mrs Hutch in there?’ Letty whispered back.

‘Yes. Don’t say a word to her highness, no matter what.’

Letty nodded and tried not to yawn. It had been such a long night. Soon they’d be done serving. Then Letty could talk all she liked with Lavinia while they washed dishes. She was nearly there.

‘I think your husband is right, Mrs Hutch,’ said one of the ladies as she sipped her tea. ‘There is a labour problem. It is so hard to get good servants these days.’

‘Quite,’ said Mrs Hutch, fanning herself with a big feathery fan.

‘Fancy your immigrant girl not turning up!’ said the Mistress.

Letty saw Mrs Hutch glance slyly at Lavinia from behind her fan’s purple plumes. Letty looked at her sister. Lavinia stood silently, with her lips pinched together.

‘She must have run off with a sailor,’ giggled the Mistress.

‘Too true!’ Mrs Hutch laughed loudly.

Letty’s hands gripped the plate. She felt dizzy, but it was with anger, even more than hunger. Mrs Hutch could see with her own eyes what a good servant Lavinia was, if she stopped pretending.

But Mrs Hutch crossed the room, and began fanning herself madly.

‘Wattle!’ she sniffed. ‘These native flowers make me sneeze.’

Letty felt Lavinia glaring at her. She was supposed to offer Mrs Hutch the cakes. She didn’t want to. But Letty steeled herself and held them out.

She wasn’t sure what happened next. Mrs Hutch held a purple handkerchief to her nose, ignoring the tray. Letty didn’t dare say anything. Mrs Hutch sniffed showily and waved her feathery fan very fast. Somehow the fan whisked across the plate of cakes and sent several of them tumbling to the floor. A large dollop of strawberry jam and cream splattered onto Letty.

‘Clumsy girl,’ scolded Mrs Hutch.

Letty just stood there, shocked. It wasn’t my fault, she thought. Mrs Hutch had done it - flouncing around putting on her nasty act. Letty didn’t know what to do with herself, or the tray, or the cakes on the floor.

Lavinia hurried silently around the back of the ladies’ chairs. She took the tray from Letty and scooped up the dropped cakes with a napkin.

‘Kitchen!’ she whispered in Letty’s ear. ‘I’ll do the rest.’

In the kitchen, Letty told the housekeeper what had happened. ‘It wasn’t my fault,’ she said. ‘Really.’

The housekeeper sighed. ‘Maybe not,’ she said. ‘But you can’t go back in like this.’ She dabbed at Letty’s collar. ‘There’s a stain here.’

Letty looked. She gasped. Mary’s lace had a sticky pink blotch.

‘Never mind, dearie. You’ve done passably well for a first effort.’ The housekeeper patted her on the head.

Letty did mind. For all her efforts, there was a stain on the lace, and on the evening. It had not gone perfectly. The Mistress would think she was a clumsy girl. Letty might have to face Mary again, too.

When she and Lavinia finally got to bed, Letty could not enjoy her sister’s company, or the blue roses on the wallpaper.
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THE next day, a feeling of failure hung over Letty like winter fog.

As they stood by the back door to leave, the housekeeper counted coins into Letty’s hand.

‘Here are your earnings. But don’t get your hopes up, dearie. There’s no work here for you, aside from the odd dinner party.’

Letty had feared as much. Her hopes were a long way from up. She had not lost Lavinia her job, but neither had she found one of her own. Lavinia’s mistress did not need her, and none of the other guests would want her after last night. Abner had gone to sea without her, doing a job girls did not do.

Letty clutched the money in one hand and Mary’s paper package in the other. She and Lavinia had already unstitched the lace from her dress. But Lavinia would not let her wash it clean.

‘Unless you know how to wash lace properly,’ Lavinia said, ‘it’ll turn out like fur balls spat out by the Mistress’s cat.’ So it was still stained.

Letty thought of not going back to Fry’s Bakery and never giving the lace back. But then, she thought, George might go and tell Bridget. Bridget and Mrs Chisholm would think Letty was a thief. They’d throw her out onto the streets. Then Letty would be like the stray dogs and wild goats, kicked and cursed by everyone.

So instead, she turned into Cribbs Lane. She put the packet of lace on George’s counter. On top of it, she laid her hard-earned coins.

‘Can you please say to Mary,’ she told George, ‘I had an accident and her lace is dirty. I’m very, very sorry. I don’t know how to clean it. This is all the money I’ve earned, to pay for it.’

‘I don’t know much about these things,’ said George. ‘You better come and tell Mary yourself.’

That was exactly what Letty didn’t want to do. But she didn’t have much choice.

Mary opened up the paper and picked at the lace with her long white fingers.

‘Things happen,’ she said. ‘The stain’s still fresh and it hasn’t gone through.’ She put it down. ‘But I don’t feel like washing it.’

George pulled up a chair. He straddled it and sat with his arms crossed over the back.

‘I’ve got an idea,’ he said. ‘How about you show Letty how, and she washes it. Then she can do my waistcoat while she’s at it.’

‘Seems to me,’ he said to Letty with a cunning look, ‘that if your deuced ugly Bridget lets you work up the posh end of the street, then she should have no problem with you working here.’ George looked as pleased with himself as if he’d laid down a winning trick at cards. ‘My silver’s as good as theirs.’

Letty was caught. She wouldn’t have minded working for George. It was only that she wasn’t comfortable around his sister, but she didn’t want to say that to him. Letty also doubted that her few pennies were anywhere near enough to pay for damaging the lace. Maybe I ought to fix that, at least, she thought.

‘All right,’ she said.

George stripped off his waistcoat and went back to the bakery, whistling. Mary told Letty to fetch a bundle of fine sticks from under the bed. Then she showed Letty how to lay them out along the lace, one under and one over. After that they tied all of it to a board.

‘That holds the shape,’ she explained.

Letty lit the fire and put a pot of water on to heat up.

‘You look frightened,’ Mary said as they waited for the water. ‘I frighten myself,’ she went on in a low voice. ‘There’s something wrong with me. I spoil everything I touch.’

‘But your lace is beautiful,’ said Letty, surprising herself. Mary’s words gave her shivers. She didn’t want to agree with them.

‘You don’t know,’ Mary said bleakly, ‘what’s happened.’

That was true. Letty could not imagine how a mother would abandon her little boy.

‘I don’t know why I’m telling you this,’ Mary went on. ‘Except that you have a sweet face. It’s no use talking to George. The only females he understands are the four Queens in a pack of cards.’

Letty almost laughed. ‘George says females are impossible. I thought he was talking about goats,’ she admitted.

‘Ha!’ Mary smiled. For a moment it was as if a veil had cleared from her face. Her eyes came alive. Letty wished she looked that way more often.

By the time they had finished washing the lace and the waistcoat, Letty did not feel so angry at Mary, only confused. In most ways, Mary was kinder than Mrs Hutch, for example, or Bridget. Mary had not got mad about the stain. She did not make Letty feel clumsy or helpless. She nodded approval when the job was done.

George was beaming as he examined the clean waistcoat. He puffed happily on his pipe.

‘Don’t blow dirty smoke over the child’s work,’ Mary said.

‘Struth, I forgot. Right you are. Letty, here’s your money back, with a good bit more.’

He steered her out to the bakery. ‘I’ve got another business proposition,’ he said with a wink. ‘Next Sunday, I’m off to the races. I’m going to make a right day of it. I’m not asking you to clean - can you just come and keep an eye on Mary here? I reckon she likes you. She could do with a hand, especially now. She hasn’t got – you know – much time left.’

Letty shivered. Perhaps Mary was dying. She did not look as thin and weak as Lavinia when she had ship’s fever. But it might explain why Mary was so unhappy, and why she had left her little boy.

Letty still did not like to be left with Mary. But she didn’t want to let George down either. She remembered Abner saying months ago on the ship that everyone needs help sometimes. Maybe Mary hated being alone, as Letty did. She also remembered Abner telling her she was brave. Even though he was not here, Letty wanted to be the girl he thought she was.

‘I’ll come,’ she said.

‘Capital!’ said George.
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ALL the rest of the week, Letty worried about being with Mary on Sunday. She hoped it would pour with rain, so the races would be called off.

She dawdled as she did jobs for Bridget, her mind on race day. As she set the kitchen fire in the Immigrants Home, she re-read a story in one of the old newspapers. Letty’s eyes stuck on the word ‘lace’. She stopped stuffing paper in the fireplace. She had an idea: she would ask Mary to teach her lacemaking. That would be better than sitting together in awkward silence.

Sunday was not rainy. Instead the sky was a lighter reflection of the sea, blue and flecked. Letty told Bridget that she had work at Fry’s Bakery. Part of her hoped Bridget would say she couldn’t go.

‘On a Sunday?’ Bridget crossed her arms. ‘Well, I guess you’d best take work where you can get it.’

This time Letty took the old newspaper to the Rocks, instead of the bread sack. Well-groomed horses pranced past her in the opposite direction. They were going up Bent Street towards Hyde Park. The races were definitely on, Letty thought.

George was nearly as well-groomed as the horses. His clothes were clean, he had shaved, and Letty couldn’t see any flour on him anywhere. His friend Archie was raring to go too, with oiled hair and squeaky boots.

Letty smiled at George.

‘Mary knows you’re coming,’ he said. ‘She’s all right today – talking at least. Wish me luck, eh?’

‘Good luck, George!’ Letty wished there was someone to wish her luck.

‘Hooroo!’ George yelled cheerfully in Mary’s direction.

Mary didn’t answer. Letty went looking for her.

Mary was sitting on the bed staring into space. The blanket was wrapped around her, as always.

‘The weather’s sunny. Would you like to go outside?’ Letty suggested.

‘I can’t,’ said Mary.

Letty wasn’t sure why. She didn’t like to ask.

‘I was thinking,’ Letty began, ‘could you teach me something? How you make lace?’

‘Oh!’ Mary looked surprised. ‘That takes years. I started learning when I was younger than you.’

‘Then I could try,’ Letty persisted.

‘We’ve got nothing better to do, I suppose.’ Mary heaved herself off the bed and settled in front of the table. She took the cover off her lace pillow. There wasn’t much more lace made than the first time Letty saw it.

Mary picked up four of the threaded pieces of wood in her hands. ‘These are the bobbins,’ she said. ‘They always work in pairs. The middle two go left over right – cross – then both pairs right over left – twist. You try.’

Letty picked up two more pairs of bobbins. They were smooth in her hands and made a pleasant wooden clink. Their shape reminded Letty of peg dolls. The bobbins were like skinny people, doing a dance over and round each other.

‘Cross – twist. Yes.’ A little smile flickered on Mary’s lips when Letty got it right.

Mary taught Letty about the different stitches. There were cloth stitch and picots and honeycomb. Honeycomb was too complicated for Letty to follow. Letty watched Mary’s hands flicking the bobbins. She imagined that one of the threads was her, and another one Lavinia and another Abner. The ones on the very far side would be Papa and the rest of her family. People’s lives were like lace, she thought, woven through each other. Sometimes life was as tricky as the honeycomb pattern. Letty sighed.

Mary stopped abruptly. ‘You’re bored,’ she said.

‘No, I’m not! Really.’

Mary did not believe her.

‘I was just thinking that working things out is sometimes hard,’ Letty confessed. ‘I often don’t know what to do.’

‘Ah,’ said Mary. Her eyes were deep and thoughtful. ‘Even grown women feel that way.’ Mary laid the bobbins down. ‘That’s why I’m here. I was afraid I couldn’t cope in the bush. I’m not sure whether I’ll cope here,’ she added.

Letty did not exactly understand what Mary was talking about. But she felt closer to Mary than before.

Mary flicked the cloth cover over the lace. ‘That’s enough of that,’ she said. ‘Time for lunch.’

Mary didn’t eat much. She picked at her food and twisted restlessly on the chair. Letty was surprised she wasn’t thinner when she had so little appetite. Sitting so close to Mary today, Letty had noticed she was quite plump in the tummy.

When Mary pushed her plate away, Letty picked up the newspaper.

‘I brought something for you,’ she said.

‘Did you?’

Letty laid the paper on the table and smoothed it out. ‘It’s about lace. It’s a bit old, but it’s very nice.’

‘ “Fashions for February”,’ Letty read. ‘ “Velvet is at this moment the favourite material in the fashionable world. Dresses are in black, green or violet, with skirts embroidered, or with three flounces of lace. The small short sleeves are much ornamented and lace is much used.” ’

‘Sounds pretty,’ said Mary. Letty was encouraged. She kept going.

‘I like this even better.’ Letty turned the page to another article, with the title, ‘The Christening of the Princess Royal’. She leaned her chin on her fists to read the small print. She began reading halfway down, because the article was long and some of the words were too difficult:

‘ “Her Majesty passed into the Throne-room. The throne had been removed, and an altar erected in its place. The front and sides were hung with crimson velvet, very richly ornamented with broad gold lace.” ’

Letty thought it sounded wonderful – more gorgeous even than the Cumberland Street dinner party. Letty read the description of what the Queen was wearing, too.

Mary listened with a little smile. For once, Letty thought, she looked dreamy, instead of haunted.

Letty continued. ‘ “When they came to naming the Princess, her Royal Highness was given into the Archbishop’s hands. Her Royal Highness reposed in his arms with much contentment. Her Majesty the Queen Dowager then named her Victoria Adelaide Mary Louisa’ ” Letty thought of the little brother and sisters she had left behind in England. ‘I do love babies,’ she said.

Letty looked at Mary. Mary’s hands had frozen in mid-air. Her face was stricken, as if she was seeing something terrible happen in front of her.

‘No!’ said Mary. ‘No, no, no, no!’ She began to sob – a hard shuddering that shook her shoulders and passed all through her. Mary stood up and staggered. She reached for the table, but the lace-making pillow was in the way.

Mary swept the pillow onto the floor. It fell with a thud and a jangle of bobbins.

Letty was terrified. She had sent Mary mad again. For a little while this morning, Letty had thought Mary was getting better. But what did she know? She was just a girl who couldn’t really do much. She had caused a disaster.

‘I’m so sorry,’ Letty stammered.

Mary did not hear her. She gripped the table with both hands and groaned.

Letty backed towards the street door. She was going to leave before she made things worse still.

‘Wait!’ said Mary.

Letty stopped.

Mary held her side.

‘Go and find George,’ Mary said. ‘Tell him it’s time.’
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LETTY ran. As she scrambled down the crooked steps of the Rocks laneways, she remembered what George had said about Mary not having much time left. Was Mary dying now? The further Letty ran, the more likely it seemed, and the harder fear beat in her heart.

Letty was dismayed when she reached Hyde Park. There were hundreds of men around the dusty open space – drinking, joking, arguing. Letty hurried from one group to the next. How would she find George in time?

Then she remembered about the girls he’d been so keen to impress. There weren’t many women here, Letty saw. But George would be with some of them, she was certain. Letty made for the nearest girls she could see.

‘Do you know George Fry?’ she asked.

‘Who?’

Letty went to the next group, and the next. At last she spotted Archie. He was rather red-faced, and leaning more on a girl’s arm than she on his.

‘Please,’ said Letty desperately, ‘where’s George? I have to find him.’

‘He don’t want to be disturbed,’ said Archie. ‘He’s gone walking with his bit of skirt. To the Domain.’

The Domain? Letty and Lavinia often went there on Sundays. It was a big piece of parkland above the harbour. Letty turned around and hurried back past the cathedral, StJames’ church, the barracks and the mint. She leaned on the iron gate at the park’s entrance, catching her breath.

Looking for George at Hyde Park was hard enough. In the Domain there were no crowds – but there was lots and lots of space.

Where might George have gone? To the grand new house that was being built for the Governor? She and Lavinia liked to look at the handsome building. Lots of people did. Letty sped off along the path. But George was not there, she discovered. Mrs Macquarie’s stone chair? That was a peaceful place to sit. Letty hurried on. Several families were picnicking on the point, but still no George.

Where? Where? Where? said a voice in Letty’s head. She had to be quick, and this was taking so long. Mary was sick. Letty had left her alone. Panic was rising in Letty, driving her legs back up the hill. She hurried between the ancient trees growing on the headland.

Perhaps he wasn’t here. Perhaps she should give up.

‘George!’ Letty shouted amongst the trees. ‘George Fry!’

Letty tripped over a long root.

‘Ow!’ Letty landed on her hands and knees. She stood up shakily and licked her palms.

‘Letty?’ George poked his head around the tree’s giant trunk. He got to his feet when he saw her.

‘Ahem!’ said a girl’s voice. George offered his hand. A young blonde woman took it and stood up beside him, clinging to his arm. George scratched awkwardly behind his ear.

‘What are you doing here?’ he asked Letty.

‘Mary needs you!’ Letty panted. ‘She’s in a terrible state. She kept saying “it’s time!” ’

‘God Almighty,’ groaned George. He ran a hand through his hair. ‘This soon? Lord help us.’

The girl beside him giggled. But Letty had the feeling that George was not swearing, for once. He meant it. She understood how helpless he felt.

‘It’s not me she needs,’ said George. ‘She needs a doctor.’

‘Then you have to find her one,’ said Letty.

‘Struth!’ said George. ‘Sorry,’ he said to the blonde girl. ‘I’d walk you back to town, but you’d have to run to keep up.’

‘I’ll walk by myself, thanks,’ said the girl, with a little sniff.

‘Damn,’ mumbled George, as he loped across the park. Letty scurried to keep up with him.

‘That’s the end of that one,’ he complained. ‘And the new shirt worked a treat, too.’

The Doctor lived on Bridge Street, on the way to the Rocks. But he was out for the day, his maid said. She directed them to the next street. That Doctor was home, but about to go to an appointment at a wealthy house. He refused to change his plans for George, without even hearing what was wrong with Mary.

‘I don’t know what to do,’ George said.

‘We should go back,’ Letty said. ‘We can’t leave Mary all by herself.’

‘Right. Come on then.’
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GEORGE and Letty burst through the door into Mary’s room.

She was not on the bed. She was standing, bent over the table, her hair hanging around her face. The blanket lay discarded on the floor. Letty was glad to see she was still alive.

Mary straightened up. Under her shift, Letty saw the high curve of her belly. Mary cupped her hands around her stomach. Her whole body tensed.

Letty gasped. All of a sudden, she knew what was happening. She understood what George meant. Mary was not dying. She was having a baby! Letty almost laughed with relief. But a tremor of pain passed over Mary, sending ripples of anxiety through Letty.

‘George!’ Mary’s face was sweaty and frightened. ‘Where’s the doctor?’ she demanded. ‘It’s too early! It’s going to go wrong. It will!’ Her voice got shriller.

‘The doctors couldn’t come.’ George looked on helplessly. He scrubbed his forehead with the cuff of his new shirt. ‘Deuced if I know what to do,’ he murmured to Letty.

George could not help Mary. But Letty knew someone who could.

‘I’ll get my sister,’ she said. ‘She’s just down the road.’

Letty ran through the long afternoon shadows to the end of Cumberland Street. As she’d hoped, Lavinia was in.

‘Why me, for goodness sake?’ said Lavinia.

‘You were there with Stepmama when she had the twins,’ said Letty.

‘So you think that’s twice the experience?’ Lavinia grumbled.

‘It’s your day off, dear,’ the housekeeper said. ‘Go if you wish.’

Letty grabbed Lavinia’s hand. Lavinia pulled it back again. ‘I’ll get my bonnet and shawl,’ she said. ‘It might be a long night.’

George was standing in the street outside Mary’s house, fiddling with the tobacco in his pipe.

‘Is this her first?’ Lavinia asked him.

George shook his head, too embarrassed to look at Lavinia. Talking about childbirth was making him turn red. Letty knew this wasn’t Mary’s first child, of course – there was her little boy in the country.

‘Third,’ said George.

‘You mean second,’ Letty corrected gently.

‘No, I don’t,’ he said. ‘There was a little girl.’

Was? thought Letty.

Lavinia turned to Letty. ‘When did you say she started?’

‘After lunch.’

‘Better be quick then,’ said Lavinia. ‘Babies come faster, the more of them you have. You bring us water,’ she told George. ‘Stoke up the fire, then clear out of the way.’

‘Though honestly, Letty,’ she said when George had left, ‘we can’t do much either. It’s up to Mary.’

Mary bit her lips and rocked to and fro on the edge of the bed.

‘Try walking,’ said Lavinia, ‘that worked for Stepmama.’

Letty remembered that. When Stepmama was having the babies, all Letty and her brother heard was the creak of the floorboards, back and forth all night. Mary began to do the same: tread, tread, tread, round and round the table.

Letty lit a candle as the light faded. She was glad of something useful to do.

When she’d done that, she picked the lace pillow up off the floor and turned it the right way up. The bobbins were in a jumble. Dust from the floor had got on the lace. Letty held the candle over it to see better. She carefully picked off crumbs and bits of fluff, and blew the lace clean. Some of the threads had broken. Letty sorted the bobbins carefully, back into their right places.

‘Agh.’ Mary gave a deep groan.

Letty could see Lavinia’s lips moving. She was counting.

‘It isn’t long between now,’ she told Mary.

‘I know,’ said Mary.

‘Between what?’ asked Letty.

‘Never you mind,’ said Lavinia.

‘The pains,’ said Mary. She looked very tired. In the candlelight the shadows under her eyes were huge.

‘I can’t walk any more.’ Mary staggered to the bed.

‘Heat the kettle,’ Lavinia told Letty.

By the time the kettle boiled, Mary was gripping Lavinia’s hand. Her hair stuck to her face in damp straps.

‘I can’t do it,’ she cried out.

Letty brought her knees into her chest and hugged herself tightly. She was frightened. Too frightened to think about the lace now. Sometimes women died trying to give birth to babies. Letty wanted to ask Lavinia if everything was going to be all right, but she didn’t dare.

‘Shh! Don’t talk rubbish,’ Lavinia said severely. ‘Of course you can. You’ve done it twice before.’

‘You don’t know,’ Mary whispered hoarsely.

Letty had heard her say that before.

‘I lost the last baby.’ Mary moaned.

‘What?’ said Lavinia.

‘My little girl. She died as soon as she was born.’

‘Oh my goodness,’ said Lavinia.

So that was the darkness and coldness inside Mary; that was the reason she hid herself away from the world. Letty wanted to cry for her.

In a flicker of the candle, Letty realised why Mary had got so upset this afternoon. Why she wouldn’t say she was pregnant. Why she had come to the city to be near a doctor. It all made sense.

Letty reached for Mary’s other hand.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she said. ‘But don’t give up.’

Mary clenched her teeth and gripped their hands.
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Not long after, Letty found George in the bakery. His shirtsleeves were rolled above the elbow and his hands were deep in dough. He thumped and punched it as if the dough were responsible for all the world’s problems. His new shirt would soon be as crusty as the old one, Letty couldn’t help thinking.

‘You can come in now.’ Letty smiled at him.

George stood awkwardly in the doorway of Mary’s room. Mary lay on the bed, at rest. Her hair was a black swirl on the pillow. In her arms, a tuft of black hair peeked from Lavinia’s shawl.

George knelt carefully at the bedside. He tried to brush the dough off his arms, sending puffs of flour everywhere.

‘Keep still, you oaf,’ Lavinia muttered.

George blushed. Mary rearranged the shawl for her brother to see. The baby wailed.

‘I did it, George,’ Mary said. ‘She’s alive.’

And lovely, thought Letty – every teensy detail of her.

‘I’ll send word up country to Clem,’ George said. ‘What’s her name?’ he asked, looking down at the tiny red face nestled in Mary’s arms.

Mary’s face shone. ‘Victoria Letitia.’

Letty almost burst with pride. Letitia was her full name.

‘Ah,’ said George. He touched the baby’s cheek with one floury knuckle. ‘By God they’re tiny.’ His whole face went gentle and tender, a mirror of Mary’s.

Letty looked at Lavinia. The candlelight gleamed on her flushed face, too, as she smiled at Mary, George and the baby. It seemed to Letty that they were all bathed with joy.

Letty sat on Mary’s table next to the lace pillow. She thought again how the lace was like their lives: complicated, full of dark spaces and even mistakes, but beautiful still.

‘I’ve untangled the bobbins,’ she told Mary. ‘But a lot of threads are broken.’

‘Never mind,’ said Mary, tiredly. Letty waited for her to say it didn’t matter, that nothing mattered. But she didn’t.

‘It’s the perfect length for a baby’s bonnet,’ Mary said.

George brought a loaf straight out of the oven to celebrate. He broke it into hunks and shared it round. It was hot and squashy and so soft it melted on Letty’s tongue. Letty thought it was the best meal she’d eaten in her life.

‘Why don’t we always eat bread like this?’ she asked Lavinia.

‘You can, if you come and stay with us for a while,’ George said. He glanced at Lavinia and added, ‘Or if you marry a baker.’

‘Do you mean that?’ said Letty.

‘Sure, on both counts.’

Lavinia tossed off George’s suggestion with a shake of her curls. But Letty hugged her knees in excitement.

‘Could I really work for you?’ she asked.

‘For Mary, mostly,’ said George.

‘You can help me with my babe,’ said Mary.

Letty knew that Fry’s bakery was not grand, like 200 Cumberland Street. It wasn’t even clean. But it was work – a position of her very own. She would not need to worry about being kicked out of Mrs Chisholm’s home anymore.

Letty was not frightened of Mary now. She knew Mary was not mad, just that fear and sadness had fallen like night inside her. But now a new life had arrived, like a tiny flame, casting light on both Mary’s fears and Letty‘s.

‘Yes, please!’ said Letty. Lavinia hugged her.

Letty felt as if she was wrapped in happiness. She wasn’t useless or alone – she was liked and wanted. She had somewhere to belong: here, with Mary, her lace, her brother, and, best of all, her brand-new baby.
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I am an immigrant Australian girl too. I came on a plane from the USA, with my mum, dad and baby sister, for my dad to start a new job. We moved into a new house, in a new suburb, in the new city of Canberra. We owned more stuff than Letty, but not DVDs, a computer or a colour TV. Our backyard was a bare slope of orange clay, which my sister and I used for making mud pies. I also loved reading, playing dress-ups and pretending to live in the olden days. Nowadays I live in Melbourne.

Writing Letty’s story felt a lot like those games I used to play with my sister and my schoolfriends. Writing is another way of travelling by imagination back into the past.
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I was born and grew up in Italy, a beautiful country to visit, but also a difficult country to live in for new generations.

In 2006, I packed up my suitcase and I left Italy with the man I love. We bet on Australia. I didn’t know much about Australia before coming - I was just looking for new opportunities, I guess.

And I liked it right from the beginning! Australian people are resourceful, open-minded and always with a smile on their faces. I think all Australians keep in their blood a bit of the pioneer heritage, regardless of their own birthplace.

Here I began a new life and now I’m doing what I always dreamed of: I illustrate stories. Here is the place where I’d like to live and to grow up my children, in a country that doesn’t fear the future.
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IN 1841, Sydney was a busy and growing town. The British government had just stopped sending convicts to New South Wales. Thousands of immigrants were choosing to come to a new life in Australia.

Often the new immigrants had nowhere to go once they got off the sailing ships. Many young women and girls were forced to live on the streets and in tents. Most children of Letty’s age had to find work – there was no official school system.

A woman named Caroline Chisholm, the wife of an army officer, saw that female immigrants were being treated badly. In January 1841 Caroline Chisholm persuaded the Governor of New South Wales to let her turn an old army barracks into the Female Immigrants Home, and Australia’s first employment office.

While Sydney did have doctors at this time, they had much less knowledge, skill and equipment than doctors have now. People also thought talking about the human body was rude. (They were very strict on swearing, too.) Men, women and children commonly died of problems that are easily fixed today, such as difficulties in childbirth.

Mrs Chisholm is the only real, historical character in this story. Letty, Mary and all the others are imaginary. Sydney did have packs of wild dogs and goats at this time, though.There was actually a bakery on the corner of Cribbs Lane in the Rocks, too. Cumberland Street also had several mansions built at one end – they have now disappeared under the foundations of the Sydney Harbour Bridge.





The Forsaken Dressmaker
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This picture is from an 1847 Sydney magazine called Heads of the People. See the women’s huge skirts and lace collars, which were typical of the time. All their clothes were sewn by hand. One of the dressmakers pictured has stopped, though – the letter in her hand has brought bad news.






SOME THINGS LETTY MIGHT HAVE READ IN A NEWSPAPER…

You might remember the part of the story where Letty picks up an old newspaper from February 1841. Here are some other things that she could have found in a newspaperfrom that time…



An advertisement for a play called The Heart of Midlothian, which was being performed at the Royal Victoria Theatre.




Chapter 21 of a fictional story called Master Humphrey’s Clock. At the time, it was common to have ongoing stories published in newspapers each day or week -a bit like TV episodes now.




A notice asking anyone who owed the newspaper money from the last twelve months to pay immediately or they would be sued!



A dental surgery advertisement for ‘Natural and mineral teeth, singly and in sets, fixed without pain and on reasonable terms’.



A love poem called ‘A Song for the Press’ about how marvellous letter-press printers used to be.



An announcement that there was going to be an auction of 24 bales of wrapping paper.
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UNTIL the letter arrived, Letty was having a very fine morning. A square of warm Sydney sunlight lit Mary’s lace pillow. Baby Victoria’s new smiles lit everyone’s faces.

Letty’s new job was to help with the housework, while Mary recovered from having her baby. But George, who paid Letty’s wages, did not bother much about tidiness. So really that meant Letty did lots of cuddling and patting and talking to the baby. Letty felt like a big sister again. She hadn’t been happier since she left England on the ship, months and months ago.

George came in from the bakery and handed Mary a floury envelope. ‘There’s a letter for you, from the Bathurst mail.’

Mary laid her lace bobbins down and took the letter to the window.

‘Is it from Clem?’ Letty whispered to George. Clem was Mary’s husband, who lived somewhere in the New South Wales countryside. George nodded.

Eventually Mary turned around. ‘Clem’s sent money,’ she said. ‘For the coach over the mountains. He wants us to come home now.’

‘Go back to the bush, with the little babe?’ said George. ‘To live in a paddock with convicts and blackfellows? What’s he thinking?’

‘I’ve lived there before,’ said Mary, lifting her chin. ‘Clem wants me back. Not every man’s a city toff like you.’

To Letty, the bush was a dark green shadow on the far shore of Sydney, full of strange beasts and dangers. She wanted to stay away from it, and she felt a fierce desire to keep Victoria away from it too, far from anything or anyone that could hurt her.

‘Why do you have to go back?’ she demanded. ‘Why can’t you stay here?’

As soon as the words were out, Letty knew she shouldn’t have said them. Servants weren’t meant to question their mistress.

‘I want to,’ Mary answered. ‘That’s my home, Letty.’ Her face softened. ‘With Clem and my little boy. I’m Harry’s mama too. They need me; and it’s where I belong.’

Mary did not mean to be harsh, but Letty felt as if her words had knocked the top off an old scab. Letty knew what it was like to have no mother. She knew what it was like to have nowhere to belong. That was how Letty’s life in Sydney had been before George took her in. It was how her life would be again if Mary and Victoria left.

Letty didn’t want them to go, but she couldn’t stop them. She bit her lip and hunched her shoulders.

‘Oh,’ was all she managed to say. She looked away from Mary, at the baby wrapped warm and safe in her basket

‘When are you going?’ George asked.

‘As soon as you can get us seats on the Bathurst coach,’ Mary replied. ‘I need to speak to Letty’s sister Lavinia, too.’

‘What am I going to do without you ladies to look after me?’ George moaned.

‘Ha! Find a wife of your own,’ said Mary.

Could that be why Mary wanted to speak to Lavinia? George was sweet on Letty’s sister, everyone knew.

Lots of people wanted Letty’s beautiful sister. But hardly anybody wanted Letty.
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Meet the other Australian girls and authors
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A FRIEND FOR GRACE 1808

It’s 1808 and Grace is on board the ship Indispensable with her friend Hannah. The girls wonder what the new land will be like - the convict women say there are giant rats and other strange animals! Then sickness strikes the ship …Will they survive to reach the shores of New South Wales?

Follow Grace on her adventure in the second of four exciting stories about a convict girl who is given another chance.
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Sofie Laguna, author of the Grace books, is a highly regarded and award-winning writer of several books for children. Bird and Sugar Boy was shortlisted for the 2007 CBCA Book of the Year Award, Younger Readers, and Sofie’s adult book, One Foot Wrong, was longlisted for the Miles Franklin Award in 2009.
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Poppy at Summerhill 
1864

It’s 1864 and Poppy, disguised as a boy, has escaped from Bird Creek Mission to find her brother, Gus. Life on the road is hard, but Poppy is given shelter at the Summerhill Homestead. There she meets a new friend, Noni – but will Noni discover that Poppy is not who she says she is? And will Poppy find Gus before they lose each other forever?

Follow Poppy on her adventure in the second of four stories about a Gold Rush girl who dreams of a better life.
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Gabrielle Wang, author of the Poppy books, is a much loved writer for young people. Gabrielle’s recent books include her bestselling Young Adult novel, Little Paradise, and the very popular Ghost in My Suitcase, which won the 2009 Aurealis Award for young fiction.
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Rose on Wheels 
1900

It’s 1900, and Rose feels that Aunt Alice is the only one who understands her. But now it looks as if Aunt Alice is going to live in Adelaide, leaving Rose with a dreadful new governess, Miss Higginbottom! Can Rose stop Aunt Alice leaving Melbourne? And has her chance of going to school gone forever?

Follow Rose on her adventure in the second of four stories about a Federation girl who’s determined to do things her way!
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Sherryl Clark, author of the Rose books, is a prolific and popular writer for children. Sherryl’s most recent Puffin book is Motormouth, a companion volume to Sixth Grade Style Queen (Not!), which was an Honour Book in the 2008 CBCA Book of the Year Award, Younger Readers.
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ouraustraliangirl. com.au

Want to find out more?
For all the latest news, behind-the-scenes information and to enter competitions, visit our website. We’d love to hear from you!




Follow the story of your favourite Australian girls and you will see that there is a special charm on the cover of each book that tells you something about the story.
Here they all are. You can tick them off as you read each one.
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A girl like me in a time gone by
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