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Darling Downs, Queensland, 1868

He hasn’t followed me!

Alice Lethbridge raised a shaking hand to the brass knocker on the panelled timber door. Her heart still beat like a tribal drum in darkest Africa. The freezing night air rasped her throat with each breath. With numb fingers, she grasped the door knocker and rapped it against its plate. 

Oh God, let there be help here.

Alice slumped against the door. 

Behind her, lightning flashed over the rain-soaked plain she had stumbled across. 

The echo died to silence. 

Alice slid to the icy verandah boards. Arms clutched around her body, she shivered in her torn nightgown. 

It was futile. There was no one to help her. 

A gust of wind drove a sheet of freezing rain over her back and beat a wild tattoo on the verandah roof. There was no shelter from the storm anywhere. Warm tears seeped down her cold cheeks. 

The storm continued to ripple and rage beyond the verandah as she lay shaking with cold and fear. Numbing cold burned her legs and arms.

The door opened inwards. 

Alice’s head hit the doorpost with a dull thud. A lance of pain slashed across the back of her head. 

“Father!” screeched a girl’s voice. “Come quickly!”

Footsteps beat towards her, growing louder. The doorpost reverberated against her cheek with every footfall.

Rough, warm hands ran over her limbs. Warm fingers peeled her eyes open. The bright light from a lamp blazed into her face and speared pain behind her temple. 

Alice shrank back.

“You’re safe with us,” he said, his voice gruff.

“Let us help you,” the girl said.

She needed to trust them. She nodded. 

“I’m going to lift you up now,” the man said.

He eased her into his arms, lifting her away from the cold and rain into warmth. The front door banged closed behind them, cutting off the foul night. Bright lights forced her eyes shut. 

“Miss Chambers’ old room, Nell. The bed is made up.”

“Yes, Father.”

Alice forced her eyes open as he hurried along a dark hallway, following the light held by the girl. His hard chest warmed her side. His gentle strength, even his mellow woodsy scent, soothed and reassured her.

Moments later, he lowered Alice onto a firm chaise longue. “She needs dry clothing and towels. I’ll get those, but you must change her. Can you do that?”

“Y ... yes.”

“Good girl. When you’re done, I’ll move her to the bed.”

His large hand engulfed Alice’s shoulder. 

Not again! Alice eyes shot open. 

It wasn’t Braithwaite. 

She was safe. This man’s face, with lines bracketing his mouth and eyes, blurred before her. She tried to return his smile, but it must have looked like a grimace. 

“What’s your name?” he asked, voice was low and concerned.

“Alice,” she whispered.

“Ah.” He released her and she closed her eyes. 

The door clicked shut.

Gentle hands smoothed a blanket over Alice’s shoulders. “You’ll be warmer soon. Father will fix everything,” the girl called Nell said. 

Alice clutched the prickly wool around her shivering body.

Soon a brisk knock sounded on the door. 

Nell called, “Come in,” and the man bustled into the room, thrusting towels at his daughter. “Dry her hair with these, love, while I get the fire blazing.”

His large form approached. Alice shrank back, clasping the blanket up to her chin. But he was only on his way to the fireplace beyond her sofa. 

You’re safe. It’s not him, she chanted to herself.

“We’ll have you comfortable in no time,” he said, acknowledging her with a nod.

Within a few minutes, flames licked the ceiling of the brick fireplace, sending waves of heat towards her. Her numbed feet began to ache as they thawed. The blanket covering her shoulders was at last containing heat. Nell rubbed the wet tendrils of her hair with a soft towel.

Alice remembered his name—James Forrester. Her cousin’s husband, Captain Braithwaite, had mentioned the name while passing Forrester’s property after collecting her from the railway siding.

Forrester’s fire-building successful, he leant back on his haunches and looked over his solid shoulder at her, with grey-green eyes the colour of eucalyptus leaves.

“Right. I’ll leave you to get Miss Alice into fresh clothing and resting by the fire. Mind you pay particular attention to drying her hair, Nell.”

His daughter nodded agreement, and he rose to his full height.

Alice looked up at his rugged form. Weathered by the sun, he was still a good-looking man—but there was a grimness about his mouth, as though he had lived a hard life.

“Let me know when you’re done.” He strode to the door. “In the meantime, I’ll have Mrs Baker prepare a hot brick for her feet.” The long vowels and rolling Rs of his speech made him sound like the country folk from her native Hampshire. 

He dipped his chin in farewell. 

With Nell’s help, Alice changed into a soft linen nightgown. The heat from the fire worked on her towel-dried hair, curling it in dark waves around her face and shoulders. Bone-deep weariness tugged her eyes closed.

She must have dozed in the comforting warmth, reclined against the chaise longue, because very soon she was again in James Forrester’s strong arms, being carried across the distance to the narrow bed in the corner of the room. His solid body radiated heat.

For the first time this evening, calm and a feeling of safety filled her.

The hot brick soothed her recovering toes. The soft crackle, hiss and pop of the fire lulled her towards sleep. Her eyelids slid closed and her thoughts blurred.

She would think about what had happened, and her future, tomorrow.
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James Forrester strode from the former governess’s bedroom, back to his spartan study. Ledgers lined up like a leather-clad picket fence behind the glass doors of his bookcases. They were symbols of his many business interests and the need to keep tight control of all expenditure in this dangerous economy. But right now, none of that could force its way into his mind.

The memory of the soft weight of the mysterious Alice disturbed him.  Her hair had cascaded in long dark waves over his forearm, its tendrils tickling the exposed flesh where his rolled-back sleeves finished below his elbows. Who was she and where had she come from?

James unstopped the crystal decanter that sat on his oak cadenza and poured himself a measure of ‘the whisky that perishes’, as the local vicar called it during his hellfire and damnation sermons. James swallowed the dram in a swift gulp that burned all the way to his stomach. Its alcoholic warmth seeped into his blood, easing the tension in his body.

He poured a second drink and sat in a wingback chair in front of the glowing fire, sipping the spirit and pondering Alice’s possible origin. She couldn’t have come from far away. Warwick, the nearest town, was too great a distance, so she must be from one of his neighbours’ properties. There were only two, or maybe three, close enough. 

What had happened to send her fleeing into the night in such weather?

The nightgown she had worn was new and of the best quality, and her hands showed no sign of labour, therefore, she wasn’t a servant. 

So, who was she? 

He swallowed the last of the liquor in his glass.

Tomorrow, he would get some answers.
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Alice woke groggy from tiredness and her eyes gritty from lack of sleep. Sunlight streamed through the narrow window of the room, bisecting the patchwork quilt on her bed. She looked up at cream plaster walls and ceiling. Her fingers clutched the coverlet beneath her hands.

A wave of panic crashed through her. Where was she?

A Persian rug of brightest blue and red lay on a rose-coloured timber floor before the fireplace with its flickering flames. Above hung a painting of English spring flowers.

The events of the previous night crashed into her consciousness. Her pounding heart when she woke to find Braithwaite in her room ... on her bed ... touching her. His howl of rage when she had fought him off with all her strength and struggled from his grip and the hampering covers. Memories of the darkness, rain, thunder and lightning claimed her senses again. 

She whimpered, but stopped herself succumbing to the mind-numbing fear that had shaken her last night. Instead, she focussed on the relief she’d felt when the Forrester’s solid front door had opened to liberate her from the night.

And the kindness she had felt here.

She gave a small sigh and turned her head—to find Nell sitting forward in a chair facing her, her brow creased with concern. Alice sat up and hurriedly combed tangled hair from her face. She sucked in a breath and croaked, “Hello.” 

“How do you feel this morning?” the girl asked. 

Alice cleared the throat. “Much better. I apologise for all the disturbance I’ve caused you, and for my appearance! You’re Nell?”

Nell closed the book on her lap and looked at Alice with direct, vivid blue eyes. “Actually, I’m Eleanor. And we were happy to help you.”

Ah, didn’t she like her father’s pet name for her? Alice smiled at the girl. “Nice to meet you, Eleanor. Your name suits you—very grown-up.”

The girl blushed. “Tell my father that, please. He insists on calling me Nell as though I’m still a child.”

Eleanor took her colouring from her father, her chestnut hair falling in waves down her back. She wore a white lace-trimmed, cobalt blue house dress—new and expensive—as good as any Alice had seen in England.

“Where am I?” Alice asked.

“This is James Forrester’s property, Eldernell Station.”

Yes, that was the name that Captain Braithwaite had mentioned—named after Forrester’s wife, he’d said. They'd driven past this property three weeks ago on their way to home. Captain Braithwaite had spoken with thinly veiled jealousy and bitterness when he'd described the Forrester's and their wealth and success. Lord Muck, he had called him.

“Where did you come from last night, Miss Alice?” Eleanor asked.

“Koomburra. I’ve been staying at Captain Braithwaite’s station. I came out from England to be my cousin’s—Mrs Braithwaite’s—companion and a governess to her children.”

Eleanor sucked in a quick intake of breath. “But Mrs Braithwaite passed away,” she said.

Tears stung Alice’s eyes. “As I found out after I arrived. It happened just before I arrived here.”

The girl gave a bitter-sweet half smile. “Mrs Braithwaite was lovely. And a friend of my mama’s.” She sounded wistful.

With a prickle of apprehension, Alice asked, “Where is your mother?”

Eleanor picked at a flower on her embroidered dress. “She died three years ago.” Her words were a whisper.

Poor girl—she was too young to lose her mother. “I’m so sorry.” What else could she say? “My mother passed away a few years ago also. It’s a terrible loss when you’re so young.”

Her companion nodded but glanced away.

Find a safer subject to distract her from her loss. “Do you have brothers and sisters?” 

“No, not now,” she muttered.

Did that mean she’d had another recent loss? Alice was dog paddling in deep emotional waters and risked going under, but she wanted to show her empathy. “My younger brother died when he was a baby,” Alice said gently. “I was devastated. I so wanted a younger sibling because I had so many older ones. They were bossy and quite brutal to my little girl feelings.” And they’re not much better now. 

“My brother, Tom, died about two years ago.” The words were forced and raw.

Alice understood the pain of such a loss. “What a terrible loss for you and your father.”

“Yes,” Eleanor whispered.

She covered the girl’s hand with her own.

What affect had those losses had on Eleanor’s father?
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The sun spluttered its rays through the chill morning air, as James strode to the brick stables behind his homestead to order his horse brought around to the front drive. It would take him most of the morning to check the home farm for damage from the previous night before he would have time to ask questions of his guest—time he could barely spare during this season.

He hadn’t set his foot in the stirrup before Captain Charles Braithwaite trotted up the homestead’s carriageway, astride his massive black horse.

“Forrester,” Braithwaite addressed him in his usual curt way, courtesy of his former life as an army officer.

“How’d you do?” James answered. Perhaps Braithwaite could shed some light on Alice’s identity?

“I have a task for you,” his visitor said in his plummy tone, his mouth twisted by its usual supercilious lift.

Really? “I’m honoured.” Not! James leant an arm along his saddle and looked over his horse’s withers at the captain. “What’s happened to you? Those scratches on your face make it look like you’ve been fighting blackberry bushes.” 

Braithwaite raised an eyebrow and sniggered. “You’re right.” He fiddled with the lit cheroot in his hand.

Unlikely. James doubted his toffy-nosed neighbour had done a day’s farm labour in his life.

Braithwaite brought a hand over his face and smoothed his luxuriant mutton-chop whiskers. “I’m looking for my children’s governess. The silly woman got herself lost in last night’s storm. Took fright when all the thunder came up.” He gave a brief scoffing laugh.

Really? Sounds like a load of stuff and nonsense. Did he now have the answer to Alice’s identity? “Good grief. How could that have happened?”

Braithwaite shrugged. “Can’t say. She’s seemed like a nervous sort ever since she arrived. Was cut up about my wife’s passing, of course. That might have contributed to her deranged state of mind. She turned raving mad.”

Alice had been traumatised by something—that was clear from her appearance and her running away during the storm. But it was hard to believe Braithwaite’s simple explanation. What could possibly have prompted her to flee in a storm? She didn’t seem deranged when she had arrived last night, just cold, exhausted and frightened. Braithwaite just wasn’t convincing. 

James made a snap decision to say nothing about the woman called Alice sheltering in his home, until he had spoken to her himself. “Can’t help you, Braithwaite. The governess, you say. What’s her name and what does she look like?”

“Alice Lethbridge. Medium height. Dark hair. Uncommonly good-looking woman.”

That was her alright. “I’ll let you know if she turns up.” James nodded and tried to produce a convincing smile of compliance. 

“When I do find her, I’ll send her packing. She’s more trouble than she’s worth.” Braithwaite scowled.

Why did Braithwaite show no concern for her? “I heard tell that the new governess is a relative of your late wife’s?”

“That she may be, but I’ll not have such a woman influencing my children.”

The woman is your family member, albeit by marriage, so you have a duty of care for her. “What has she done to them?”

“Nothing ... as yet. I won’t take any chances though. She’ll be on the next ship home, if I have my way. Let me know if you hear of her whereabouts. I’ll deal with her.” Braithwaite touched the brim of his wide hat in mock salute, flicked the end of his cheroot into Nell’s favourite hydrangea bush, then spurred his horse’s already bloodied sides. Driveway gravel scattered in his wake.

James soothed his startled mount with gentle sounds. At least he now knew the identity of his mystery guest.

But why had she run away? 

Was she deranged or hysterical this morning? 

He led his horse back to the stable and handed him into the care of the gnarled old groom. “I won’t be needing him until later.” Assessing the damage to the home farm would have to wait.

Questions needed to be answered now, and only Alice Lethbridge could answer
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