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Preface

			The Quartz Hill coach change station was established in 1888 by the Cobb& Co coach company. Situated in the Etheridge district of remote north Queensland, Australia, the station consisted of a hotel and a few outbuildings, and provided mail services, accommodation and fresh horses for the coaches that passed through several times a week. By 1910, after the construction of the Etheridge railway, the coach change station was gone, surviving only as a camping place for the drovers who were moving stock throughout the region.
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			The Etheridge area of far north Queensland, Australia.



	

Part One – 1906

			Rough Coaching

			The trip from Georgetown over the Newcastle Range to Quartz Hill and from the latter place to Chillagoe was an experience none of the party are ever likely to forget. In Cobb & Co’s coach the party left Georgetown at 6 o’clock on Thursday morning and drove 60 miles to Quartz Hill where there is a small wayside hotel, and where the party camped for the night. We were up at half-past 3 the next morning and off again before 5 o’clock. On that day (Friday) we covered 80 miles by coach to Almaden, a township which has prospered quickly since the opening of the Chillagoe field.

			The Telegraph (Brisbane)

			Mon 25 May 1903, Page 3

			



	

Chapter 1

			“Lillie! Get those dogs away from that clothesline prop! I haven’t spent all morning washing sheets just to have them get knocked into the dust!” Bridget’s sharp voice echoed loudly across the yard, causing Lillie to look up in alarm.

			“Rusty! Banjo! Come!” she called, suddenly aware how close to the prop they had been. Obediently the two dogs turned and raced towards her expectantly hoping for a treat or a new game.

			“Come on! Swim!” she shouted to them as she raced off towards the river, pigtails flying as she ran down the well-worn track, the two dogs now racing excitedly ahead of her once they realised where they were headed. They disappeared into the trees, intent on reaching the water as Lillie slowed behind them, suddenly realising that there were several horses already at the edge. The dogs, unconcerned by the presence of the horses, ran headlong into the water, swimming out towards the middle of the waterhole before turning and paddling back towards the edge, barking delightedly.

			“Afternoon, Miss Lillie,” said a deep voice from beside the three horses as Lillie emerged from the trees.

			“Hello Bert,” returned Lillie with a smile. “Are these the horses for the coach tomorrow morning? Where’s the fourth one?”

			He nodded, “No, not this team. Your father took the cart over to Mt Surprise to get some meat with the other horse from this team. I’ll have to give it a swim and a good rub-down when he gets back.” Bert leaned up to stroke the neck of one of the horses. In his early fifties, he was thin and wiry with the etchings of life and experience showing in the deep lines across his face. He had been groom for the coach exchange since long before Lillie’s mother and father had taken up the licence three years ago.

			Lillie perched herself on the trunk of a fallen tree as she watched the two dogs emerge from the water, shake themselves and then come to settle at her feet. This was one of her favourite spots, and if Bert hadn’t been there she might have stripped down to her shift and gone swimming herself. She and her three sisters often came here for a swim, with one of them always tasked with being on the lookout for prying eyes. The water was deep and cool in the middle, a welcome respite, especially in the summer months. Even though it hadn’t rained for several weeks, the river was still flowing quite fast and the water was clear and cold.

			“I love coach day,” she sighed. “It’s always interesting to meet new people, even if they are only here overnight. Is this team the one from Georgetown last week?”

			Bert shook his head. “No, these are the ones from Einasleigh. I’d prefer to be sending them back there, but this one went lame, and I like to keep the teams together, so this team is off to Fossilbrook on Friday.” He bent down and stroked the leg of the horse nearest to him.

			Immediately concerned, Lillie looked up sharply. “Lame? What happened to it?”

			Bert smiled, well aware of Lillie’s affinity for the horses. “Nothing major. It just got its leg caught on a piece of wire. It’s a clean wound and healing well, but I want to rest her for a couple more days before she goes back in the harness. I’m heading back. Do you want to walk with me?”

			“Yes. Would you like me to lead one of the horses?”

			Silently, Bert handed her one of the lead ropes and they turned to walk back up the track towards the coach station. Lillie took the rope and stroked the horse’s nose whispering softly to it, before turning and following Bert, whistling to the dogs.

			The tin roofs of the buildings glinted through the trees, with patches of white from the tents erected at the back, near the stables. As they emerged from the path, the expanse of the coach exchange lay before them. At the front were the two main buildings, consisting of the bedrooms, office, bar, dining room and kitchens. To the back of them were the stables, a ramshackle open building with a series of hitching rails across the front.

			Next to the stables was a substantial vegetable garden protected by a brush fence, and beside it the clothesline with its parade of white sheets gently flapping like semaphores in the soft breeze. On the other side was the flat grassed camping area, complete with a fire pit and the milking cows, stepping slowly forwards as they ate the lush grass surrounding the campsite. The whole area looked neat and well-organised, with raked walkways between the buildings, framed by colourful gardens and ringed by tall eucalyptus trees. Fowls roamed freely across the yard, pecking at seemingly invisible titbits.

			Behind them, on the eastern side of the river, stood Quartz Hill itself, a pyramid-like hill visible from above the roof of the coach exchange. Lillie longed to be allowed to climb it, imagining the panorama of views it might offer from the top. But so far she had been forbidden by her mother, citing risks of snakes and loose rocks. Even Lucy, her eldest sister, had not been allowed to climb it.

			Her mother’s voice carried across the yard from the kitchens, where she was no doubt directing Lucy in the preparation of the evening meal.

			Poor Lucy. Every time they lost a cook to the diggings, as regularly seemed to happen, it was Lucy who got relegated to kitchen duty. Although a competent cook, at twenty-six, her sister was far more interested in the finer things of life, including a certain young man currently residing at nearby Brooklands Station. Even though she returned to the kitchens without complaint, Lillie sensed a hankering in her eldest sister for freedom and a different kind of life.

			As Lillie handed the rope to Bert and the dogs disappeared to new adventures behind the stables, she saw Kate and Meg emerge from one of the bedrooms with a broom and duster. They had evidently just finished the preparation of the room for their visitors. Her other two sisters, aged twenty-two and eighteen respectively, were similarly far more interested in attending balls and picnics and regarded their obligations at the coach exchange as a frustrating tedium.

			“Where have you been?” called Kate, catching sight of Lillie. “Mother has been calling for you to help Lucy with the vegetables. You had better go before she gets really angry at you disappearing, as you always do. C’mon Meg, let’s get those sheets off the clothesline before we stop for tea.”

			Sighing dramatically, Lillie stomped off towards the kitchens, aware that several hours of tedious peeling of potatoes and stringing beans awaited her.

			“Wash your hands Lillie, and hurry up,” Lucy’s voice called from inside. She sounded more and more like their mother every day, thought Lillie grumpily as she obediently plunged her hands into the trough beside the door. Sometimes having three older sisters was more like having four mothers.

			Her sisters were different to her, she mused, as she donned an apron and took up the knife to peel the potatoes, perching on a stool beside the bench. All three were blonde and quite beautiful; they were tall, graceful and willowy like their father had supposedly been. Not that she knew this firsthand, as their father had died before Lillie was even born. She felt like the ugly duckling beside them; she would never be tall and had her mother’s darker colouring along with a dark, frizzy head of hair inherited from her own father, John Dutton, not that he had much of it left now. Most people who passed through the coach exchange station were surprised to find that the four were sisters, or even half-sisters, as she looked nothing like the other three. And the word ‘graceful’, she doubted this would ever be used to describe her, given her predilection for climbing trees, helping with the horses and staying outside. There was a peppery sprinkling of dark freckles across her nose, largely a result of her habit of wearing her hat hanging down her back instead of on her head.

			“You’ve got bark in your hair,” said Lucy as she passed behind her, no doubt checking that her hands were clean. “Have you been down at the river again?” Even a question sounded like a scolding when it came from a stressed Lucy.

			“Is there anything to eat?” asked Lillie, ignoring her question.

			“Bread and cheese, over on the bench. Don’t eat much, because there is a roast dinner tonight. Mr Dutton is bringing back a side of mutton from Mt Surprise. I hope he doesn’t dawdle, because I need to be able to get it roasted before the coach arrives.”

			Her sisters always referred to their stepfather as ‘Mr Dutton.’ Lillie suspected that they had been upset when their mother married him less than a year after their own father died. The formality of the name they used for their stepfather was intended as an ongoing punishment. Even though the three sisters had still been quite young when their father died, their reminiscences had elevated him to semi sainthood, as far as Lillie could ascertain, and she was quite sure that in their eyes her own father would never measure up.

			As she settled into the monotonous rhythm of peeling potatoes, she hummed to herself. She had learned the ditty from one of the miners who had camped at the exchange a couple of weeks ago and it had stuck in her mind. The miner, on his way to Fossilbrook, had produced a fiddle from the centre of his swag and the family and his friend had spent a pleasant evening singing around the campfire. It was a rare and welcome form of entertainment in an establishment that seem to operate like clockwork around coach timetables.

			Suddenly the dogs set-up a cacophony of barking from outside the kitchen doors, where they had been waiting for Lillie. A few minutes later the sound of the wagon could be heard, and then men’s voices.

			“That’ll be Mr Dutton,” said Lucy unnecessarily. “I had better stoke this fire so I can get the meat on.”

			John Dutton appeared at the door with a sack over his shoulder, which he dumped unceremoniously on the table.

			“I brought a whole sheep, instead of just a side,” he said. “What do you want to keep out before I go and put it in the larder?”

			“A leg and a shoulder for tonight, and the loin chops for the morning. Oh, and I’ll keep out the neck chops for a stew tomorrow night. The chops can all go in the meat safe,” said Lucy, efficiently bringing out two large roasting pans. “You can leave the liver and kidneys as well, and I’ll salt and soak them here. Has this been hung?”

			John Dutton nodded, as he drew the required cuts out of the sack. “Yes, but the neck chops aren’t chopped yet, so I’ll do that for you in the morning. How’s my girl? Hard at work. Eh?” He ruffled Lillie’s hair as he made his way over to the water pitcher and drew himself a cup of water.

			Lillie smiled at her father. A large, florid man of medium height, his round face was testimony to his joviality. Almost bald now, he made-up for the lack of hair on his head with an impressively long beard which nearly completely hid his smiling mouth. Dark brows flecked with grey sat above his twinkling eyes, now ringed with tiredness after an early start that morning.

			“I’ll, go and put the other leg and shoulder in the brine and then hang the rest in the larder. Then I suppose I had better go and take the mail over and check the bar for tonight,” he said, setting down his cup and picking up the bag of remaining meat. “Where’s your mother?”

			“Probably making beds,” said Lucy a little sarcastically, as she rubbed salt and rosemary into the leg of mutton before her. “We do have a coach coming in tonight.”

			John, long accustomed to barbed comments from his stepdaughters, ignored the jibe and headed for the door.

			“I’ve got Mt Surprise’s mail,” he said as he helped himself to a slice of bread and cheese. “They didn’t have anyone for the coach, so they packed it up while I was there, to save themselves a trip. I suppose someone from Brooklands Station will be in later on. It might even be your young man,” he said as he headed for the door.

			Right on cue, Lucy turned pink and Lillie hid a smile. Despite her sisters’ attitude to their stepfather, he had their measure and always managed to put them back in their place.

			“I’ve finished these, Lucy,” she said as she washed the last potato and threw the peelings into the scraps bucket. “What else do you need me to do?”

			“Just scrub those carrots,” said Lucy. “I’ll do the beans, as I need to sit down with a cup of tea. Mr Dutton looked very pale. Perhaps you had better take him a cup of tea when you have finished.”

			Half an hour later, finally released from her kitchen duties, Lillie made her way to the box room at the end of the building which served as reception counter and postal office. She found both her parents there, her father tiredly stamping letters.

			“Here’s your tea, Father,” said Lillie as she placed it carefully in front of him. “Sorry, Mother, I didn’t realise you were here. Do you want me to get you a tea as well?”

			“No, thank you love. I’ll just finish sorting these then check on the rooms and then go and give Lucy a hand. I’ll get one then, if it’s not too stewed. I hope the coach is not late today, as I don’t fancy having too late a night. Don’t forget to feed and lock-up the chickens before the coach arrives, Lillie.”

			Bridget Dutton turned and affectionately patted John on the arm before lifting the arm of the counter and moving towards the door. In her mid-forties, her hair was just starting to show a sprinkling of grey, serving to emphasise her dark eyes and long lashes. Her face remained smooth and unlined, her naturally olive skin a protection from the harsh Queensland sun. Small and petite, with quick, efficient movements, it was clear that only her youngest daughter had inherited any of her physical features.

			It took only a few minutes in Bridget’s presence to realise that she was responsible for the coach exchange running like clockwork. She had an uncanny ability to keep lists and schedules running concurrently in her mind and every conversation with her was peppered with a series of instructions as she mentally checked off her lists.

			Easy-going John Dutton did as he was told, having realised years ago that it was his wife who really ran the coach exchange, and while he was named as the receiving postal office keeper, it was Bridget’s name on the hotel licence. She had been listed as a Licenced Victualler alongside her first husband, George Attenborough, and it just seemed easier for her to keep the licence and just transfer it to Quartz Hill.

			She turned as the dogs started barking and followed a few minutes later by the sound of a horse coming from the west.

			“That’ll be the Brooklands mail,” she said. “If Ernest Collins is on that horse, Lucy will be wanting a break to say hello. Lillie, can you go and make sure Kate and Meg have finished making the beds, and I’ll go and relieve Lucy. Give me your cup John, and I’ll take it back.”

			Lillie looked curiously the horseman as she headed towards the bedrooms. It was Ernest Collins, the young man swinging easily off his horse as he hitched it to the post and reached across the saddle for the mail bag. He had been calling on Lucy for the last couple of months, ever since they had danced at the Einasleigh Ball last August and most of the family expected an announcement to be made soon. He waved to Lillie as he confidently made his way to the office, carrying the mail bag, disappearing inside just as Lucy emerged from the kitchens, hastily removing her apron and smoothing her hair.

			Then the dogs began barking again and the unmistakable rattling of the coach could be heard as it climbed the last section of the hill.

			“Georgetown coach is coming in!” called Bert.

			



	

Chapter 2

			Michael Carr flicked the reins and called encouragement to the team as they reached the highest point of the Newcastle Ranges. Knowing that his four passengers inside the coach would be well-shaken by now, he planned to make a brief stop in the clearing about half a mile away, to give them an opportunity to stretch their legs and take in the magnificent view. The boulder-strewn climb never got any easier, he thought, even with a seasoned team of horses. Comparatively speaking, today’s climb had been easier than most, as it was not raining and the day was clear.

			Carefully he guided the team around the last few boulders before reaching the familiar clearing and eased the coach to a halt.

			“Fifteen minutes, lady and gentlemen,” he called, as he pulled on the brake and dismounted. He pulled open the door and held it as his passengers alighted. Firstly, came Mr Finch, a little wobbly on his legs as he turned to assist his wife. Mrs Finch stepped down wordlessly, a great deal paler than when they had left Georgetown at sunrise. The pair were returning to Mareeba, having been visiting their daughter, that he had learned during a previous stop where they had exchanged the team. It wasn’t their first coach crossing of the Newcastle Ranges, but he suspected that foreknowledge of the route hadn’t been much of a benefit.

			They were followed by two men travelling alone, Mr Stokes, a banker, and a well-dressed man in his late thirties, a Mr Maxwell, whose occupation Michael had yet to determine, although he couldn’t help feeling the fellow looked familiar. He suspected it may have been something to with mining, since Maxwell was only travelling as far as Quartz Hill.

			“I feel as if all my teeth have come loose,” grumbled Stokes, rubbing his jaw. “The sooner they build a railway across this range, the better.”

			As the group stood, stretching and drinking in the cool mountain air, Michael gestured towards a small outcrop of boulders about twenty yards away.

			“There’s a magnificent view from up there,” he said. “It’s a favourite spot among my passengers. But mind your step, it can get crumbly near the edge, and I don’t want to lose any of you!”

			Dutifully the four made their way on still wobbly legs up the path, where he could hear their expressions of appreciation as they admired the panorama of undulating blue hills before them. Smiling, he turned and checked the four horses, ensuring the harnesses were still tight, and then climbed to the luggage rack to check that the passengers’ bags and mailbags had not been shaken loose.

			Gradually the party returned, somewhat reluctant to climb aboard to face more time on the hard leather seats, knowing full well there was further jaw-numbing shaking and jolting ahead of them.

			“We’ve got a steep descent ahead of us, but once we reach the creek at the bottom, the road becomes smoother,” Michael said as he held open the door. “All aboard, lady and gentlemen.”

			“How far to Quartz Hill?” asked Mr Maxwell, the last to climb aboard.

			“About twenty-five miles,” said Michael. “We should be there well before sundown. There’s always a clean bed and a welcome meal awaiting us there. It is one of the better presented wayside inns along the route.”

			Maxwell nodded and pulled the door shut after himself as Michael climbed back up to the driver’s seat and began his least favourite part of the trip, the steep descent that required every ounce of his attention. He was always mindful of stories about horses going over the edge and was determined not to add his own team and coach to that number. In his five years as coachman on this route, his greatest challenge had been a broken axle. And once he had had to ask the passengers to get out and help push the heavily-laden coach up a steep incline during a thunderstorm.

			But Michael had earned a reputation as a careful and reliable driver, a reputation he was determined to preserve, he mused as he carefully guided the team down the precipitous slope. Always better to take a little longer and be safe, he thought, than try to be the fastest to cover the route.

			At the bottom of the range, they crossed a dry creek bed, and from there they were able to travel faster along the well-worn track towards the Etheridge River. When they reached the river, he pulled the coach to a stop and appraised the river, expertly assessing the fast-flowing waters. It looked as if there had been more rain upstream since his last trip. Sighing, he decided it would be best to use the dinghy.

			Opening the door, he announced: “Sorry folks, but three of you are going to need to row across in that dinghy.” He gestured towards a small dinghy tied to a tree trunk. “I’ll need to load the mails from inside in there too. The bags on top should be all right. One of you will need to come on the coach and sit on the back of the seats to help weigh them down.”

			“I will,” volunteered Maxwell. “I’ll pass the mail parcels out to you.”

			As he prepared to push off the fully laden dinghy, Michael instructed Mr Finch, who appeared to be the more reliable of the two men, to head for the gum tree hanging over the water on the far side.

			“There are a couple of channels beneath the water and you will feel the current pulling you, so rowing will be hard going across those, but keep up a steady rhythm and you will be fine. Keep to the right of those bushes in the middle, because they are on a sandbar and you don’t want to go aground. We won’t be far behind you with the coach. Are you ready? Right, we’ll push you out.”

			With the dinghy under way, Maxwell once again climbed aboard while Michael stood on the splash board, knee deep in water, loosely holding the reins, and ready to swim up to the horses if they lost their footing. But this was a well practised team, and they knew the routine, and it took them less than ten minutes to get across.

			“Make sure you tie up that dinghy firmly,” Michael called as he guided the horses up the bank then secured the brake. “We don’t want the next coach to be left stranded.”

			“What happens if the dinghy is on the wrong side when the coach arrives?” asked Maxwell, as they waited for the other passengers to arrive with the mailbags.

			“I swim over and get it,” answered Michael. “Usually, the timing of the coaches means that it is on the correct side, but I have to admit that I have had several unpleasant swims across this river. Where’re you headed after Quartz Hill?”

			“Brooklands Station and then down to Einasleigh. I want to have a look at some of the proposed routes for the railway, too. I’m hoping I can borrow a horse at Quartz Hill.”

			“Oh! I thought you might have had something to do with mining,” said Michael. “Do I know you from somewhere? You do look familiar.”

			Maxwell laughed easily. “That’s probably because I am your Member of Parliament,” he said. “I’ve been back in Georgetown during the session break to visit my electorate. There’s been a lot of talk about this proposed railway in Parliament and I wanted to have a closer look at the routes for myself. I want to meet up with the Chillagoe Railway Company as well.”

			“I do apologise, sir!” said Michael, red-faced. “Of course, I know who you are! Your support of the railway is much lauded in these parts. I can’t believe I made you sit on the back of the coach seat to cross the river!”

			Maxwell laughed. “No need to apologise Michael! I’m not unaccustomed to the rough life. In my younger days I was a gold miner in New Zealand and then in the goldfields around here after I moved to Queensland. It’s not the first time I’ve helped a coach across a flooded river. I have to admit, though, the crossing of the Newcastle Ranges has not got any smoother during that time. I was very impressed with your driving skills.”

			Michael reddened again. “Thank you, sir. And thank you for your help. Let’s get these people aboard and off to a comfortable bed.”

			“Would you mind if I took the box seat for the rest of the trip? I’ve a mind to have some fresh air and a closer look at the countryside.”

			“You are welcome, sir. I am always reluctant to allow anyone on the box seat until after the ranges for fear of them being catapulted over the edge, but the going is much more comfortable from here. The only other tricky bit is the Junction Creek crossing.”

			The rest of the trip was much smoother, to the great relief of both passengers and horses. Mr Maxwell chatted easily to Michael, asking him many questions about his coaching experience. He expressed surprise in discovering that Michael was also a butcher, especially when Michael admitted that he always managed to pack a bag of sausages for the young ladies at Quartz Hill.

			“’Tis the most pleasant of places to stay, sir,” he said, grinning. “Mrs Dutton and her daughters offer fine fare and lively company.”

			“And Mr Dutton?” asked Maxwell with a grin. “What of him?”

			“Oh, he is a fine host, sir, but I suspect ’tis the women who wear the trousers, so to speak. The older three are his stepdaughters, and they don’t much mind what he says. The Attenborough girls are a lively lot.”

			“Good Lord! Are they George Attenborough’s girls? I knew him at Einasleigh, not long before he died. So, this is where Bridget Attenborough ended up, is it? I hadn’t realised. I had heard that she married again but had no idea where she was.”

			“She’s Bridget Dutton now sir, and there’s another daughter, Lillie Dutton, aged about fifteen, just as lively as her sisters. Mr Dutton is quiet, and I don’t think he is a well man. Anyway, you’ll soon see for yourself, as Quartz Hill is just around that bend.”

			Sure enough, the barking of dogs greeted them as they rounded the bend and the neatly kept complex came into view. The buildings with their mud walls, tin roofs and colourful gardens were a welcome sight for the travellers. As they drew up at the front, Michael could hear girlish voices calling to each other that the coach had arrived.

			Maxwell jumped down as soon as the coach came to a halt and held up his hand. “Thank you, Michael, for an enjoyable trip. I hope you are my coachman next time I travel. I’ll let the others out.” They shook hands, and then he reached across, lowered the step and opened the door, offering an assisting hand to Mrs Finch. They waited as Michael clambered across the roof of the coach, untying ropes and passing down their luggage.

			“Welcome to Quartz Hill, folks,” said a gravelly voice behind them as John Dutton arrived. “Once you have retrieved your bags you can follow me to the office to register.” He turned and called up to Michael. “Hello Michael. Bert will be over shortly to tend to the horses. You have your usual room.”

			“I have some sausages for Miss Lucy, Mr Dutton,” grinned Michael. “Is she in the kitchens?”

			“That she is, and sausages would be most welcome. This way, lady and gentlemen. Follow me, my wife is waiting for you in the office.”

			Bridget looked up from the ledger as they entered, her welcoming smile quickly changing to a look of surprise as she recognised Maxwell.

			“Bill Maxwell! Well, I never. It is years since I have seen you. Not since Einasleigh in the early days. And you’re a politician now!”

			“Hello Mrs Atten… Forgive me, Mrs Dutton. What a pleasure it is to see you again. I have heard many fine reports about your establishment here.”

			“We’ll catch-up over dinner,” she smiled, turning to register her guests. “Now let me show you all to your rooms. Dinner will be served in the dining room in an hour’s time. The bar will be open after that, but I fancy most of you will want an early night. First call is at three o’clock in the morning and the coach leaves at four.”

			“I’m not going on with the coach, Mrs Dutton,” said Maxwell, picking up his bag. “If it is convenient with you, I’d like to stay another night, and I’m hoping I can borrow a horse for a few days.”

			“Not a problem,” she answered. “Bert will fix you up with a horse in the morning. Mr and Mrs Finch, if you will follow me. Mr Maxwell and Mr Stokes, John will show you to your rooms.”

			Dinner was a lively affair, with the coach passengers having found their appetites after their unsettling trip from Georgetown. They were introduced to Ernest Collins, and it soon became evident that the young man had eyes only for the eldest daughter, Lucy, who efficiently served a splendid meal. Ernest’s gaze never left her whenever she was in the room and the flirtatious sway to her hips suggested the attention was not unwelcome. Her three sisters helped clear the dishes as Lucy and Bridget served the plum pudding, and soon their chatter could be heard as they washed the dishes in the kitchens.

			“Your daughters seem to be a wonderful help to you, Mrs Dutton,” said Mrs Finch. “I’ve sure I’ve never had such a delicious meal so efficiently served, and my room is so airy and comfortable. And that wonderful perfume coming from the garden. What is that?”

			Bridget beamed at the praise. “That is the jasmine. It can give off a very strong perfume at this time of year. You are most welcome, Mrs Finch. We try to create a place where travellers can feel well-fed and have a good night’s sleep. I hope you find yourself as well treated once you reach Almaden tomorrow.”

			“At least it will be a more comfortable coach trip, and the ant hills are spectacular. What are you planning to do tomorrow, Mr Maxwell?” asked Mrs Finch turning to the politician seated to her right.

			“Well, Mrs Finch, I do have several engagements to do with the railway planned, but tomorrow morning I hope to visit the hot springs near here. I’ve heard much about them and never had the opportunity to visit.”

			“Hot springs?” asked Mrs Finch in surprise. “I’ve never heard about those. Are they far from here?”

			Bridget smiled as she answered. “Just a few miles. It takes a couple of hours to get there on horseback. It’s an old crater and the hot water comes up from holes in the surface. It’s a favourite place among the locals, although I confess we do not get out there as often as we’d like to.”

			“Is it really hot?” asked Mrs Finch.

			“Just bearable, actually,” answered Bridget. She turned to her husband. “John, why don’t you take Bill out to the hot springs tomorrow morning? We’re only expecting the Einasleigh coach and that usually only brings one or two people at the most. I can manage the mails, and it would give you an opportunity to exercise the horse that got injured.”

			“Hot springs!” gasped Lillie overhearing as she collected plates from the table. “Oh, please may I come too? They are my favourite place in the whole world!” she finished dramatically as she turned pleading eyes towards her father.

			“I suppose so,” said John a little reluctantly, as he realised that the decision had virtually been made for him.

			“Only if you get up and help me with the breakfasts Lillie, and give Lucy a break,” said Bridget firmly, rising. “Help me take the last of these dishes to the kitchens. Lady and gentlemen, the bar will be open, and there are a few campers down beside the fire pit. I can hear the fiddle playing and you are welcome to join them if you wish.

			“I’m ready for bed,” said Mrs Finch stifling a yawn as her husband held her chair for her to rise. “What about you, dear?”

			“I might have a quick drink in the bar before I join you, my dear,” said Mr Finch quietly.

			“I’m for checking on the horses and then to bed,” said Michael. “Thank you for a delightful dinner, Mrs Dutton.”

			“We’ll be serving your sausages for breakfast, Michael. Thank you for bringing them, and I hope you sleep well.”

			“I’m heading to bed as well. Thank you for dinner Mrs Dutton. Goodnight everyone,” said Mr Stokes with a stiff half-bow as he left the room.

			The three remaining men turned and followed John Dutton to the bar, Ernest Collins glancing longingly towards the kitchens where Lucy was still busy.

			“She’ll be a while yet, lad,” said John firmly. “She’ll come and find you when she’s finished. Are you heading home in the morning?”

			Ernest nodded. “Yes sir, I’ll roll out my swag at the campsite and follow the coach out to the turn-off in the morning.”

			Evidently much at home behind the bar, John mixed their drinks with a flourish and the three sat perched on stools chatting until Lucy appeared at the door.

			“Is Ernest here?” she asked as she put her head around the door. “Oh, there you are. Shall we walk down to hear the fiddle?”

			Ernest bound to his feet with alacrity, taking a hasty final swallow of his drink. “Thank you for the drink, Mr Dutton. I shall see you in the morning.” With a wave he disappeared out the door, leaving only Maxwell and John at the bar, Mr Finch having already retired.

			“Young love,” smiled Maxwell as he watched the retreating figures. “I guess we were all like that once. Have you been a publican for long, Mr Dutton?” he asked, turning back to the bar.”

			“Call me John. Most do, except for my stepdaughters,” he smiled. “Yes, I ran a pub at Mt McDonald before coming here. That’s where I met Bridget.”

			“How long have you been married?” asked Maxwell. “I briefly knew her when she was married to George Attenborough. I hadn’t even known she had remarried until today.”

			“We were married about 1891, a couple of years after George died. He was a publican as well and we had crossed paths on occasion, so I had known of her for some time. How did you meet her?”

			“She was a friend of my first wife, Alice, for a while, before she and George moved down to Einasleigh. We weren’t married yet, but I had met her once or twice at social occasions in Georgetown, when Alice and I were courting.”

			The two were silent for a moment as they sipped their drinks.

			“How long has this place been here?” asked Bill.

			“I believe it was built in about ’88, about the same time as Cobb and Co started running coaches in this area. I understand Alf Hutson was the one who built the hotel. We took it over after the Geraghty’s left, towards the end of 1903.”

			They turned as the heard footsteps outside and Bridget appeared at the door, carrying a lantern. “Just you two left in here then. Hello Bill. Sorry we’ve not had much of a chance to catch-up tonight. It will be quieter tomorrow. I’m off to bed, John,” she announced. “Can you please make sure Lucy’s back before you turn in? Did Ernest speak to you?”

			“No, but he did say when he brought the mail in that he wanted to speak to us both.”

			“Well, I’m not waiting up for him now. He’ll have to catch us in the morning. Goodnight Bill.” With a wave of her hand, she disappeared into the darkness.

			Maxwell drank the last of his drink. “I’ll be off as well. It has been a long day. What time shall we head off to the hot springs in the morning?”

			“I reckon about sevenish, if that suits you. Gives us a chance to get the coach away and have some breakfast ourselves. Goodnight then, Bill. I’ll be turning in myself after I go down to the campfire and tell my stepdaughter to come back. Mind you, she’ll not be thanking me. Of that I can be sure!” With a wry smile, he picked up the lantern, followed Bill out the door, then turned and disappeared towards the camping ground.

			



	

Chapter 3

			It was still dark the following morning when Lucy crept out of bed and turned to wake her sisters. She soon discovered that Kate was already up and Meg was stirring. Lillie was still fast asleep and just groaned when Lucy shook her shoulder.

			“I can’t, Luce. I’ve got the worst ever stomach cramps. I was awake for half the night. Can you please cover breakfast for me and tell Father I can’t go to the hot springs?”

			Realising that Lillie would never willingly give up a visit to the hot springs, Lucy reluctantly nodded.

			“Is it your monthlies?” This seemed to be a regular occurrence with Lillie.

			Lillie just groaned in reply and turned over.

			“She had better not be putting it on just to get out of breakfast service,” grumbled Meg as she dressed. “It never affects me like that.”

			“I used to get stomach cramps like that when I was her age,” soothed Lucy, as they walked to the kitchens. “And you know how much she loves going to the hot springs, so I doubt it’s an act. There’s Ernest. Can you please stoke the fires? I’ll be in in a minute.”

			“Kate’s probably already done them,” said Meg. “I’ll get the tea ready.”

			Lucy didn’t even hear her reply as she ran lightly over to Ernest who was saddling his horse.

			“Did you get to speak to my mother and Mr Dutton?” she asked anxiously, pecking
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