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HISTORICAL 
NOTE

The Woman in the Green Dress 
is a work of fiction; however, 
insome cases fact has fed fiction.
Fact: Baron Charles von Hügel 
(1795–1870), Austrian noble, 
army officer, botanist, and 
explorer, visited New Holland 
between November 1833 and 
October 1834 in an attempt to 
recover from a broken heart. 
(Truly!) In 1848, he aided Prince 
Metternich in escaping Vienna 
during the March Revolution and 
went on to become a diplomat. 
His New Holland notebooks were 
acquired by the Mitchell Library 
in Australia in 1932 for the 
princely sum of nine pounds. In 

The author of The Woman in The Green Dress discusses the 
facts and fictions that underpin this historical mystery. The 
Historical Note can also be found on pages 321–322 of the 
book.

Wollombi Road, in the Hunter 
Valley, New South Wales, runs 
parallel with Mogo Creek from 
St. Albans, over the Common, 
to Bucketty. This area is part of 
the traditional country of the 
Darkinjung people, who are the 
custodians of Mount Yengo. 
Their land is bounded by the 
Hawkesbury and Hunter Rivers, 
the Pacific Ocean at Wyong, and 
the Wollemi peaks in the west. It 
has been estimated that in 1788 
there was a population of five 
thousand Darkinjung people, 
but they were severely impacted 
by smallpox epidemics, and 
settlement and settler killings. 

By the 1850s, few survived, and 
Mogo Creek was one of the last 
places the Darkinjung people 
lived before they were taken 
from their traditional lands to a 
reserve near Lower Portland on 
the Colo River.
The Settlers Arms in St. Albans 
is still open for business (I can 
recommend their chicken pies!), 
and an inn certainly operated 
there in 1853; however, there 
seems to be some confusion 
as to when the name was first 
adopted. For consistency, I have 
used the name Settlers Arms in 
both timelines.
In the latter part of the 
nineteenth century, two women, 
Tost and Rohu, opened a shop in 
George Street. An advertisement 
claims they sold “all kinds of 
taxidermical work” and held “the 
largest stock of genuine native 
implements and curiosities and 
possum, native bear, kangaroo, 
and wallaby skins made up into 
carriage and travelling rugs.”
The rest is fiction.
Stefan and Della, Bert, Fleur, 
and Kip are all figments of 
my imagination. They did not 
exist, nor did the Curio Shop of 
Wonders or Cordelia Atterton. 
A line in the introduction to 
Dymphna Clark’s book sparked 
this story. She stated that von 
Hügel’s New Holland notebook 
was written in the hand of an 
amanuensis. In a flight of fancy, 
I dreamed up Stefan von Richter, 
Baron von Hügel’s (fictional) 
amanuensis, and the story of The 
Woman in the Green Dress.

1994, they were translated into 
English and edited by Dymphna 
Clark. (Baron Charles von Hügel, 
New Holland Journal, translated 
and edited by Dymphna Clark, 
MUP, 1990.) 
Johann Menge (1788–1852), a 
linguist and geologist, was born 
in Germany and employed by 
the South Australian Mining 
Company. Various sources credit 
him with the discovery of the 
first opal in Australia in 1850, but 
what became of it is not known. 
It wasn’t until the International 
Exhibition in London in 1873 that 
the world became aware of the 
quality of Australian opals. 
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Book clubs are about 
reading good books, of 
course, but they’re also 
about so much more: 

delicious snacks, socializing 
with friends, considering new 
perspectives and ideas, and 
maybe even learning something 
new. For your book club’s 
discussion of The Woman in the 
Green Dress, here are some ideas 
for all the components of a good 
book club that you won’t find in a 
paperback.

Explore Australia
You might not be able to visit 
New South Wales in person, but 
you can still explore the region. 
Look up some of the locations 

and sites mentioned in The 
Woman in the Green Dress on 
Google Maps, and use the Street 
View function to see it from a 
tourist's point of view.

Watch Picnic at 
Hanging Rock
Tea Cooper mentions that much 
of the novel is set in her home 
of New South Wales, Australia, 
where the film Picnic at Hanging 
Rock is set. How does the 
landscape match up with the 
descriptions in the novel and the 
picture in your head?

Set a dress code
The woman in the green dress is 
a central figure in the novel, and 
makes for a stunning image on 
the cover of the book. Consider 
having all the members of the 
book club dress up in green 
dresses or hold a costume 
contest!

THE WOMAN IN THE GREEN DRESS 
IS A SUPERB READ THAT WILL 
STICK WITH ME LONG AFTER 
THE FINAL PAGE HAS BEEN 
TURNED. 

Some ideas for a fun and successful book 
club meeting for The Woman in the Green 
Dress

HOSTING 
A GREAT 
BOOK CLUB
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The Woman in the Green Dress is set 
mainly in Australia, as is much of your 
work. How is the Australian setting 
integral to your storytelling? For 
American readers who are unfamiliar with 
the setting, what would you have them 
know about the Australian landscape or 
culture?

All my books are primarily set in the 
Hunter Valley, New South Wales where 
I live. If you track down a map it’s on the 
eastern side of Australia, about two hours 
inland from Sydney—an area bounded by 
the Hawkesbury River to the south, the 
MacDonald River to the south-west, and 
the Hunter River to the north. It’s one 
of Australia’s best-known wine growing 
regions, the first grapes being planted in 
the 1820s and the area is home to many 
grand historic homes built by wealthy 
pastoralists who settled in the area.
However, I live in a stone cottage in the 
middle of a one-hundred-acre bush block 
(if you’ve seen the movie Picnic at Hanging 
Rock —that’s my back yard!). It’s just 
outside a small village that time forgot. The 

General Store hasn’t changed 
very much since it first opened 
in the 1850s and it sells local 
produce, grocery items, and the 
best gelato you have ever tasted! 
There are also a couple of coffee 
shops and a wonderful Italian 
restaurant although the main 
gathering point is the Wollombi 
Tavern built on the site of the 
Wollombi Wine Saloon which 
opened in the 1840s. It’s the 
origin of much of the local gossip 
and family histories that feature 
in my books.
I love to set my stories locally. I 
can walk the paths my characters 
walked, watch the sun rise and 
set over the same hills and 
immerse myself in their world.

What does the research process 
look like for you before and 
during the writing process?

I’m a bit of a bower bird. (Do you 
have bower birds in America? 
They are amazing creatures. 
They build their nests on the 
ground and fill it with anything 
and everything they can find 
that is coloured blue (pegs, pens, 
chocolate wrappers, flowers … ) 
to attract their mate!
I collect historical odds and 
ends— facts, photographs, 
advertisements, memorabilia 
and interesting snippets I hear. 
Usually three or four of them 
come together and give me the 
idea for a book. I then write my 
way into the characters, get to 
know them and further research 

Tea Cooper discusses her influences 
and inspirations for The Woman in the 
Green DressFORTH-

COMING 
FROM 
TEA 
COOPER
For readers of The True 
Story of Maddie Bright, The 
Woman in the Green Dress 
and The Birdman's Wife 
comes this atmospheric and 
richly detailed Australian 
historical mystery from 
a bestselling Australian 
author.
Ranging from the gritty 
reality of the Australian 
goldfields to the grand 
institutions of Sydney, the 
bucolic English countryside 
to the charm of Maitland 
Town, this compelling 
historical mystery in the 
company of an eccentric and 
original heroine is rich with 
atmosphere and detail.

AUTHOR 
Q&A

happens as the story grows.
Three facts initially inspired 
The Woman in the Green Dress: 
a line in the introduction to a 
nineteenth century journal I was 
lent, an advertisement for a shop 
owned by two women in George 
Street, Sydney in the 1850s 
and the fact that no one knows 
what happened to the first opal 
discovered by a European in 
Australia.

Why is it important to weave 
historically accurate detail into 
your stories?

I like to think that my stories, 
though fiction, are feasible and 
I strive to ensure the settings 
and the over-arching events 
are accurate and provide 
authenticity. There are several 
historical facts that are integral 
to the story of The Woman in 
the Green Dress. Baron Charles 
von Hügel, Austrian army 
officer, botanist and explorer 
visited ‘New Holland’ (Australia) 
between 1833 and 1834. His 
journals were transcribed by an 
unknown amanuensis, a ghost 
writer, and are now held by 
the Mitchell Library in Sydney. 
Johann Menge a linguist and 
geologist was employed by 
the South Australian Mining 
Company and various sources 
credit him with the discovery of 
the first Australian opal. No one 
knows what became of it. Tost 
and Rohu ran a shop in Sydney 
that sold all kinds of taxidermical 
work and held the largest 
stock of native implements 
and curiosities. Those facts are 
inextricably woven into the story. 
The characters and the events 
are however purely fictional. The 
Historical Note at the end of the 
book will tell you more.
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Some questions to prompt your book 
club's discussion of The Woman in the 
Green Dress

DISCUSSION 
QUESTIONS

1. Almost immediately 
Fleur’s life is turned upside 
down when she discovers 
her husband, Hugh, has 
been killed. Though she 
doesn’t feel entitled to his 
inheritance, she travels 
to Australia to settle 
matters of his estate. 
How does traveling to a 
new country alone impact 
Fleur? Was she correct to 
feel undeserving of Hugh’s 
wealth?

2. What was your first 
impression of Cordelia’s 
Curio Shop of Wonders? 
Did your opinion change 
once you realized how 
Cordelia acquired her 
items?

3. In chapter 13, Stefan 
encounters the Darkinjung 
people and quickly realizes 
that Gus and Dobbin have 
not come on an innocent 
trading venture. What 
was your response to their 

behavior toward Jarro and 
the women? Did you notice 
similarities to how certain 
groups are treated in our 
world today?

4. Della seems surprised by 
Cordelia’s transformation 
of the taxidermy shop into 
the Curio Shop of Wonders. 
Were you suspicious 
of Cordelia’s behavior 
throughout the story? Were 
you surprised to discover 
her true character at the 
end?

5. Discuss the significance of 
the color green in the story. 

Were you previously aware 
that arsenic was used to 
increase the intensity of the 
color green in fashions of 
the time (p. 244)?

6. Were you surprised when 
Philpott suggested to 
Stefan the possibility that 
several well-to-do men had 
been poisoned? Did you 
consider then that their 
wives were conspiring with 
Cordelia?

7. What was the connection 
between Charity showing 
up, Cordelia, and the 
bottles of tonic going 
missing? Are you glad 
Charity took action, 
especially considering 
Cordelia’s role in the death 
of Della’s parents, or was 
she ultimately no better 
than Cordelia?

8. Do you think Bert was right 
in keeping certain details of 
Cordelia’s death a secret? 
He tells Fleur to “leave it 
be” and that you “can’t 
make a man pay for the 
sins of his grandparents” 
(p. 304). Do you agree? 
Have you ever witnessed 
someone “paying for the 
sins” of others?

9. Did you suspect that 
Hugh’s family heirloom was 
Menge’s opal? Were you 
surprised by the history and 
significance? Why did Hugh 
tell Fleur to reach out to 
Bert for help?

TEA COOPER EXCELS AT 
EVOKING SYDNEY'S PAST, 
BOTH IN ITS PHYSICAL 
FEATURES AND SOCIAL LIFE. 
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“I chose The Woman in The 
Green Dress as my book club’s 
surprise selection for a number 
of reasons. We read a lot of 
contemporary suspense because 
my group likes a puzzling 
mystery, but we rarely read 
historical fiction because of the 
first statement. So I decided to 
find a book that would combine 
history with mystery plus had 
something a bit different. Hence 
Tea Cooper’s Australian-set, 
dual timeline, history/mystery. 
I usually have a good idea going 
into our discussions how my 
group will like a book — we have 
been meeting for years and 
years. But I am unsure what their 
reaction will be to this complex 
and sometimes weird book. It 

has a great gothic vibe going on, 
the characters are well-drawn, 
the setting cannot be better, 
and the two plots are tangled in 
creative ways.
Australia is a place I would love to 
visit, but probably won’t because 
of the distance and expense. The 
Woman in The Green Dress brings 
the reader to a past Australia 
with its natural beauty, yet ugly 
social structure. I found a lot of 
parallels with the policies and 
prejudices of the US during the 
same time periods. Cooper’s 
detailed descriptions helped 
me envision the flora and fauna 
and the plight of the Darkinjung 
people. Main characters Della 
and Stefan from 1853 and Fleur 
from 1919 are complexly written, 

but I have to say that Bert, a 
supporting character that spans 
both story lines is perfect in his 
portrayal. The story revolves 
around the death of Fleur’s 
husband in WWI and a missing 
opal in 1853, but there really is so 
much more to the book. I found 
the mysteries interesting, but 
the characters were what kept 
me reading.” 

—Amazon Review

“What can I say… It’s a while 
since a book has enthralled me 
quite as much as this one. Vivid 
descriptions of the Australian 

countryside, way of life, an 
inheritance, a curse, and several 
deaths… make this book an 
unputdownable read. The author 
has seamlessly woven together 
the lives of two women from 
different eras, Australian, Della 
Atterton 1853, and British, Fleur 
Richards 1919, in this emotive 
story. I was kept guessing as to 
outcome until the last few pages 
when… No, I’m not going to add 
a spoiler. I urge you to read this 
spellbinding book for yourself.”

—Amazon Review 

Readers love the vivid descriptions, 
intriguing mystery and rich 
complexity of The Woman in the 
Green Dress.

WHAT 
READERS 
ARE SAY-
ING

AN UNPUTDOWNABLE READ
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1

C h a p t e r  1

London

november 11, 1918

An unexpected morning off. With pay! All because Mrs. Black 
reckoned the Allied forces had driven back the Huns, the paper-

work had finally been signed, and the Armistice was a done deal. The 
whole idea of this nightmare coming to an end had Fleur Richards’s 
heart pounding fit to bust.

It wasn’t until she reached the end of the Strand and walked around 
the corner that she was finally convinced Mrs. Black knew what she was 
talking about. Hundreds of thousands of people crowded into Trafalgar 
Square, though they were strangely quiet.

A huge rumble shook the pavement. The sound of cannons being 
fired, followed by a blinding flash of light, filled the air. Smoke bil-
lowed into the air.

In the stillness of the moment she fancied Hugh stood beside her.
The sky is higher in Australia. Truly?
The stars are brighter and the sun always shines.
I don’t believe you.
You will. Not long now. I promise.
A flurry of bugles sounded the all clear, drowning out his voice 

in her head, and the streets erupted. The whole of London must have 
dropped their tools. Everyone was hugging each other, cheering 
wildly, throwing their hats in the air, a swirling whirlpool of hap piness; 
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strangers with tears streaming down their faces, embracing one an-
other, and the bells, bells that hadn’t rung for four years, pealing like 
it was Christmas, Easter, and the King’s birthday all rolled into one.

Not long now, my love. Not long now. We’re going home.
Without thinking she threw her arms around the nearest person. 

He picked her up, twirled her around, and deposited her back on the 
pavement with a thump. Before she could move, the tall, lanky soldier 
grabbed her hand and towed her toward one of the packed buses cir-
cling the square.

If she closed her eyes she could almost imagine it was Hugh’s hand 
she held.

She hadn’t known love could be like that. One look at each other 
and it was as though their souls had merged. The image of his face al-
ways before her eyes and his voice drowning out her fears.

I’ ll be back before you know it!
Hands reached out and grabbed her. Her feet took on a life of their 

own, and she was hauled aboard the bus, dizzy with excitement, her 
head swimming.

A number 13. Her dad’s bus.
“Oi! Fleur. Hold tight.” The clippie handed her a ticket, bringing 

her back to reality. “Your dad can’t be here, nor your mum neither, but 
you are. I’ll bet me boots they’ll be watching and cheering up there, 
waving the old flag.”

Blowing the clippie a kiss she swung up the steps, squeezing past 
the people hanging on by their fingernails, and eased onto the platform. 
The soldier threw her a cheeky salute and blended into the crowd.

Fleur studied the crowd of smiling passengers. “Is it really over?”
A young boy, hardly old enough to shave, never mind wear his 

tattered uniform, grinned at her. “Armistice was signed at five this 
morning. ’Ostilities to cease on all fronts at 11:00 a.m. on the knocker. 
That’s what they said.”
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The Woman in the Green Dress

3

Mrs. Black was right!
The driver— she couldn’t remember his name, but she’d met him 

at Mum and Dad’s memorial— patted the small space on the edge of the 
seat. “Sit yourself down. We’re off to see the King.” The bus slewed to 
one side, throwing her against his broad shoulders as they turned into 
the Strand. “Never thought we’d see the day.”

She’d had serious doubts herself, but thankfully she’d been proven 
wrong. “I’m meant to be going to work this afternoon.”

“Nah, you’re not. No work today. Not for you. Not for anyone.”
She didn’t mind work. It gave her a sense of purpose, and at least 

she didn’t have to worry about a decent meal and queueing for hours for 
a pound of tea and some canned meat. Her feet might ache at the end of 
the day, but her stomach didn’t rumble.

The man heaved himself to his feet. “Ladies and gents. This ’ere 
young lady’s worried about missing work. Do we think she should go?”

A resounding roar filled the bus and she was snatched from her seat 
and swirled around, landing on the lap of an American with big white 
teeth and a smile to match. “No work for you today, doll. And I’ll be 
taking on anyone who tries to tell you otherwise.” That was something 
she’d like to see. This man might be all big and brash, but Mrs. Black 
would make mincemeat of him, then slap him between two pieces of 
pastry.

The bus lurched around the corner and trundled off, but didn’t get 
far. A procession of cheering civilians and fighting men all decked out 
with flags filled the Mall, bent on reaching the gates of Buckingham 
Palace, every one of them shouting, “We want the King! We want 
the King!”

The American grabbed her hand. “Come on! We’re not missing 
this.”

They jumped off the bus and joined the throng, pushing forward 
as though their lives depended on it.
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They didn’t have to wait long.
A thunderous cheer echoed and the King, all dressed up in a posh 

uniform with enough gold braid to rival the crown jewels, appeared on 
the palace balcony.

The Yank’s eyes glowed in awe. “Is that the Queen next to him?”
“She’s the one in the dreadful hat, and that’s her daughter, Princess 

Mary. I’m not sure who . . .” Fleur clamped her mouth closed, real-
izing an all- encompassing hush had descended on the crowd. So quiet 
even the Queen up on the balcony could have heard her.

The King stepped forward and Fleur craned to hear his words. 
“With you I rejoice and thank God for the victories which the Allied 
arms have won, bringing hostilities to an end and peace within sight.”

And that was all. The Queen waved a Union Jack and a massive 
roar rocked the air, the force of it shaking the ground.

Somewhere behind her a band struck up and she found herself 
yelling— not singing, no one could call it singing— “God Save the 
King,” “Tipperary,” “The Old Hundredth.” With her heart fit to burst, 
she sucked in enough air to join in “Auld Lang Syne.”

Then the King waved his hat to the crowd and trooped off with all 
the other overdressed dignitaries.

Four years, fourteen weeks, and two days of hell. And it was over. 
Just like that.

Not long now, my love!

b
Several hours later Fleur floated home dizzy with delight, with bubbles 
of happiness fighting for space in her chest.

I’ ll take you home. As soon as it’s over, I’ ll take you home.
She was going to Australia, with Hugh. Soon, so soon.
By the time she’d reached Kings Cross, rain had seeped under 
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her collar and trickled down the back of her blouse, but nothing could 
dampen her euphoria. Not even the familiar stench of stale sweat and 
old cabbage that greeted her when she threw open the front door. She 
could cope with anything. All she had to do was wait for Hugh.

She tripped up the stairs, slipped her key into the lock, and went 
straight across the room to fling open the window.

So much had changed since she’d stood on Waterloo station wav-
ing a soggy handkerchief, watching the train pull out taking Hugh 
away and leaving her with nothing but dreams and a carefully folded 
marriage certificate in her pocket, convinced she’d never see an end to 
the war. Now hundreds of bonfires had consumed the blackout and the 
acrid smell of the fireworks dispersed more than the stench of her room. 
Her fear, too, was gone.

A group of crazy Tommies called up a greeting as they staggered 
down the street brandishing trophies and souvenirs from different 
uniforms. Hugh always looked so smart. Slouch hat, turned up at the 
side; puttees and belt always worn. Not like these disheveled revelers 
bundling their friends into flag- strewn motor cars. She grinned down 
at them and waved as they disappeared into the clamoring crowd amidst 
a flurry of bunting and shaking rattles.

There was no need to waste her money on lighting tonight; the 
glow from the streets and the joy in her heart could illuminate the whole 
of London. The bloody slog was over.

With a delicious yawn, she collapsed onto the bed and pulled off 
her shoes, wriggling her toes in relief, tasting the remnants of brandy 
from the hip flask the American had kept pressing on her.

Rummaging in her pocket for sixpence for the gas, she came up 
blank. There had to be one somewhere. She reefed open the drawer of 
her bedside table and shot the contents all over the floor.

Bending down, she scooped up the odds and ends and frowned at 
the white envelope staring up at her.
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Ministry of Information was printed in the top left- hand corner and 
slap bang in the middle Mrs. Hugh Richards.

There must be a mistake. She didn’t use her married name, hadn’t 
told more than a handful of people about her marriage. The letter must 
have been meant for someone else, another Mrs. Hugh Richards.

It couldn’t be bad news. Bad news came in a telegram.
“Fleur. Fleur. Are you there?”
No, she wasn’t. At least she didn’t feel as though she was. The door 

inched open. She slid to her knees, started to edge beneath the bed, 
overtaken by some childish craving to become invisible. “Oh, Fleur. 
I’m sorry. I’d hoped to catch you before you came upstairs.”

Fleur forced down the overwhelming need to hide and eyed her 
landlady with suspicion. What was she doing here? What did she want? 
The rent was paid.

“You found the letter?”
Oh no! So it wasn’t her imagination. She bent over and picked up 

the envelope.
“You’re going to have to open it, you know.” Mrs. Tenney took 

two steps into the room.
Fleur cradled the envelope against her chest. “There’s been a 

mistake.”
“No, dearie, I don’t think so.”
Why was the battle- ax calling her dearie? She’d never heard any 

form of endearment slip out from between her nasty, narrow lips.
“You’re going to have to open it. Here, let me.” The woman 

stretched out her hand and tugged at the envelope.
Fleur grasped it tight in her fingers and sank down onto the bed.
“Come on, dearie. Best to know.” The interfering busybody eased 

down beside her.
Fleur jumped to her feet. “Go away. Leave me alone.”
“I was only trying to be helpful. Have it your own way.” Huffing 
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and puffing, the woman stomped off, shutting the door with an irritated 
clunk.

It couldn’t have anything to do with Hugh. It said Ministry of 
Information. He was a soldier, just an ordinary Australian soldier, a 
tunneler. And if anything had happened to him she would learn of it 
from a telegram.

She shot the bolt on the door. No audience, no snooping onlookers, 
no meddlesome landlady. Just her and an envelope.

The words The war is over shrieked through her head like the six 
o’clock steam train out of Waterloo station, all noise and belching 
clouds of smoke. She’d trailed down there often enough, stood in the 
shadows watching, waiting, hoping Hugh would step onto the plat-
form, his face creased with the lopsided smile he saved for her and his 
blue eyes sparkling, and now there was this. A nasty envelope with her 
name— his name— smudged on the front. A name she’d barely become 
used to wearing. A surname she didn’t deserve to have. It belonged to 
his mother, his sister, someone whose arms had held him far more often 
than hers had.

The typewriter’s s key had blurred from overuse: all the wives 
and mothers who’d received frightful news. News she wasn’t going to 
receive.

The folded paper crackled as it fluttered in her fingers. She glanced 
down at the precise writing:

Dear Mrs. Richards,
I have information regarding your husband, Corporal Hugh 

Richards.

What did that mean? Perhaps he was coming home; maybe he’d 
been injured. Was he missing in action? She forced her eyes back down 
to the paper.
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I would appreciate it if you could call at Wellington House, 
Buckingham Gate, at ten on the morning of Tuesday 12th.

Yours most sincerely,
Archer Waterstone

What was going on?
Hugh couldn’t be dead. She would have received a telegram, not 

a handwritten letter on expensive writing paper. Besides, she’d have 
known if he was dead, felt it in the special part of her heart reserved for 
Hugh and Hugh alone.

We’ve got our whole future ahead of us.
She twisted the thin silver band on her finger.
No one’s going to take me away. Not now that I’ve found you.
He made her heart sing, and now she doubted she could even man-

age a half- hearted whistle, never mind a sob. She was cold, so very cold.
“Fleur? Open the door. Fleur! I’ve got a cup of tea for you.” Was it 

too much to ask for a few minutes’ peace? The doorknob rattled.
“Fleur, I know you’re in there. Is it bad news?” It wasn’t a tele-

gram. It wasn’t bad news.
“I’ll leave the tea outside.” Footsteps retreated and then silence, 

blissful silence.
Shivering, Fleur teetered to the door and slid the lock. What she 

wouldn’t give for a bath. Hugh said that in Australia they had the bath-
rooms out the back and in summer they would take a bath under the 
stars.

No need to worry about anyone watching, not when you’ve got acres and 
acres to call your own.

She’d go mad if she didn’t pull herself together. She picked up the 
tray and kicked the door shut behind her.

Wearing Mum’s trousers under her dressing gown and Dad’s old 
cardigan over the top, she curled up in the chair.
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Why hadn’t she heard from Hugh? She’d longed for letters. Billet- 
doux he called them. Billet- don’t, more like. He’d written a few, then 
they’d dried up quick enough to make her wonder if he’d changed his 
mind, regretted their madcap race to the registry office.

She eyed the expansive handwriting sprawling across the im-
maculate envelope. Those words had to have been written by someone 
with elegant hands, like Hugh’s. Long fingers and pale nails— a pia-
nist’s hands.

Concentrate. She had to concentrate. Buckingham Gate! Ten 
o’clock.

How could she be there then? It was halfway through her shift. 
Right at the busiest part of the morning. No chance. Not after today. 
Mrs. Black would have a fit. Didn’t the man understand women had 
responsibilities? And she certainly couldn’t do without her job. Not 
if . . . A groan slipped between her lips and she swallowed it down with 
a mouthful of tea, choking in the process.

She couldn’t miss work. Couldn’t ask for any time off. Not after 
she’d missed today. She was tired, so tired. Her eyes kept closing of 
their own accord. She’d write a note, get Mrs. Black’s boy to deliver 
it when she started her shift. That was the answer. Tell Mr. Archer 
Waterstone she’d make it another time.

She slipped underneath the blankets and curled into a tight ball, 
hugging her memories close, waiting for the dream to come, the same 
dream she’d had every night since the first zeppelin raid, the ominous 
shadow dampening the gray morning light. She groaned and covered 
her ears, knowing the whine of the bombs would come next. Then the 
sudden silence as the world held its breath to see what devastation the 
bloody Huns had wrought, waiting to see whose turn it was to die.

Strangely, she couldn’t see Dad’s hands clutched, knuckles white 
on the steering wheel as though, even in death, it was his re sponsibility 
to drive his passengers away from danger. No clouds of smoke, no 
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wreckage full of screaming, twisted agony. Instead she dreamed of 
Hugh.

She lifted her eyes, past the dome of St. Paul’s to the hill where 
St. Martin’s stood, and he was there, bathed in sunlight on a patch of 
grass, holding out his hand, and she ran, ran through the tattered streets, 
sliding on the rain- soaked cobbles, and she reached out to him . . .

He’d filled her head and her heart with dreams and promises of 
clear skies and pure white birds.

Doves?
No, cockatoos with crests as golden as the midday sun.
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C h a p t e r  2

Sydney, new South waLeS

1853

A fter 265 days aboard ship Stefan von Richter stepped off the gang-
plank and onto Australian soil, leaving behind the misery that 

had haunted him since he’d fled Vienna.
Chickens clucked underfoot, and pigs snuffled through the refuse 

where vendors stood and shouted their wares. A ripe stench caught in 
the back of his throat, making his eyes water and his lungs snatch.

A series of dilapidated sandstone steps led away from the gin 
dives and warehouses fringing the quay, but with his large traveling 
trunk, botanizing box, and specimen case, he’d need the services of a 
barrow boy.

An assortment of folk dressed in drab and tattered garments milled 
between overfilled carts, carriages, horse dung, and noise. A mangy 
tortoiseshell cat and a three- legged dog rummaged in blood- soaked dirt 
beneath a butcher’s stall. And beyond, a skinny, freckle- faced urchin 
balanced on one leg, clinging to a lamppost, eyeing him with dubious 
curiosity. Shading his eyes from the midday sun, Stefan raised his hand, 
and before he’d even framed the words the lad sidled up to him.

“Need some help wiv that lot, Guv?” The lad inclined his head 
toward Stefan’s luggage. “Where you headin’?” The boy’s face looked 
as if it hadn’t been washed in weeks, and a line of gray dirt traced the 
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back of his neck. Nevertheless, his eyes shone bright, reminding Stefan 
of someone he’d long forgotten.

“The Berkeley Hotel, Bent Street.”
“Opposite the public fountain.”
Stefan glanced down at the crumpled notes in his hand. “Quite 

right.”
“Be back in a tick. Gotta get me barrow. Good job I spotted you.”
“A bit of extra height gives a man an advantage.”
Avoiding a goat tethered to a lopsided cart, the lad darted away 

over a series of festering rubbish heaps with the speed of one of the 
famed marsupial rats and vanished into the seething mass of humanity.

Within moments a tattered barrow nudged against his thigh and 
in a flash the boy had Stefan’s belongings neatly stacked. “Can’t take 
this lot up the steps. Doubt you’d make it either with that limp. We’ll 
’ave to go round the back of the warehouses and cut across in front of 
the fort. Stick wiv me and you won’t get those boots wet.” He set off at 
a gallop without waiting for an answer.

Fifteen minutes later Stefan stood outside an impressive three- 
story sandstone hotel inhaling his first dose of fresh air since the ship 
docked. If his walk from the quay was anything to go by, the Berkeley 
Hotel must be one of the finest buildings in the colony. He pushed open 
the door and made his way to the desk. He didn’t miss the flicker of 
recognition when the clerk’s eyes lit on his uniform.

“Captain, may I say how happy we are to see you gracing our 
humble establishment. I cherish my memories of the baron’s visit.”

Stefan brought himself to his full height and clicked his heels. 
When the barrow boy’s face broke into a wide grin, he realized his 
mistake; he was in Australia, not rubbing shoulders with a bunch of 
aging European diplomats. He removed his shako and ran his fingers 
through his damp hair. “I take it you received my instructions, Herr 
Sladdin?”
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The clerk interlaced his long white fingers and bowed his head. 
“Indeed, indeed, and we have set aside the baron’s suite.”

“Gut.”
“And should you be interested, our gaming tables are in operation 

tonight if you have a mind to try your hand.”
“Not tonight. I have an invitation.” In fact, he had a raft of them 

and letters of introduction that would have to be attended to before he 
could settle the matter closest to his heart.

“And you will be traveling, as the baron did?”
“I will. I have been assigned the privilege of transcribing his New 

Holland Journal and preparing his notebooks for publication.” As a sop 
to compensate for the musket ball in his leg that rendered him less than 
useless.

Sladdin gave an obsequious bow and dangled a long shanked 
key between his thumb and forefinger. “May I escort you to your 
rooms?”

Scrawny but determined, the lad elbowed his way between them 
and, with a flash of cheek in his coal- black eyes, stood on tiptoes and 
grabbed the key.

“Watch it.” Sladdin shot him a look that would have curdled cream 
and darted around the desk, pushing the lad aside. “I’ll see to it.” He 
bent to lift one end of the collector chest, and it landed with a resound-
ing crash, just missing his toes.

With a grin of triumph, which lasted only until Sladdin landed 
a well- aimed boot on his backside, the boy hefted the chest onto his 
shoulder and went scuttling up the stairs.

“Follow me, Captain. The baron’s suite, on the second floor, has a 
delightful view. I trust it will be to your liking.”

As long as it was clean it would do, although Stefan was certain 
the harbor miasma would taint the air if the wind was blowing from 
the northeast.
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Once they reached the top of the stairs, Sladdin slithered around 
the boy and threw open the door with a theatrical flourish. He crossed 
the room and drew back the heavy velvet curtains, letting the light 
stream in. “Through here we have the bedchamber.” A connecting 
door revealed a well- sprung bed with snowy linen.

“Gut. Danke schön.”
“I can arrange accommodation for your manservant on the third 

floor . . .”
“I am traveling alone.”
“Don’t leave the trunks unattended, boy. Bring them here.” The 

chest clattered onto the floor at the end of the bed and the lad skit-
tered out of the room. “Would you like me to arrange a reputable 
manservant?”

“I have no need of one. What you can do, however, is have hot 
water sent up along with some black coffee, and make some inquiries 
for me regarding a decent mount and a packhorse. I intend to travel to 
Wisemans Ferry and explore the Hawkesbury district. I hope to see 
something of your remarkable flora and fauna.”

“Will the baron be joining you?”
“Sadly, no. He now holds a diplomatic position at the court of 

Tuscany.”
“Delightful. I could perhaps be of some service to you.” Like a 

magician Sladdin produced a flyer from his inside pocket and dropped 
it onto the table. “May I suggest the Curio Shop in Hunter Street?”

The man’s oily subservience made his flesh creep. “Would you 
excuse me? It took an eternity to disembark and I am late for an en-
gagement.” Stefan pointedly held the door wide, and Sladdin bowed 
and scraped his way out. Before Stefan had the opportunity to turn, the 
urchin reappeared bent double, lugging his trunk.

“Where’d you want this?”
“Under the window will do just fine.” Stefan rummaged in his 
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pocket and pulled out a coin and flicked it high in the air. It disappeared 
into the lad’s pocket before it had finished spinning.

“Anyfing else, Capt’n?”
“That’ll be all for the time being. I might have something for you 

tomorrow. Where will I find you?”
“Just ask him downstairs.” He made a fine imitation of Sladdin’s 

wringing hands and winked. “Hang around the public fountain most 
days— tips are good. Lotsa gents use this place.”

“Off you go then.” A guttersnipe this boy might be, but he had a 
brain by the sound of it. There was something about the lad that made 
Stefan smile.

As he was about to toss out the flyer Sladdin had left on the table, 
the headline caught his eye.

Visitors to sydney should not leaVe 
without calling upon the curio shop 

of wonders at 84 hunter street.

What in heaven’s name was the clerk up to? He smoothed out the 
paper and moved to the window where the light was better.

skins of natiVe birds, beasts, and reptiles 
well- preserVed and ready for setting up. 

fur and feather rugs made up or made 
to order. entomological specimens and 
requisites, carVed emu eggs, and other 

beautiful souVenirs. all kinds of taxidermical 
work executed in the finest style.

Fascinating. Truly fascinating. He very much wanted to see these 
strange animals in their natural habitat, and enhancing the baron’s 
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journal with a display of taxidermied specimens when it was published 
would appeal to the population of Vienna who continued to be besotted 
by all matters New Holland.

He folded the flyer and tucked it into his uniform pocket. There 
would be plenty of time the next day to take a walk around town; 
meanwhile, he had several weeks of shipboard grime to dispense with 
and a ball to attend.

b
By the time Stefan had availed himself of the hot water and changed 
into his dress uniform, the sun had dipped below the buildings. 
Having locked the door behind him, he made his way to the ground 
floor. Sladdin was nowhere to be seen and there was not a carriage 
in sight.

True to his word, however, the young lad lurked near the foun-
tain, picking at the patchwork of scabs on his knees. He shot to his feet. 
“Do anything for you, Captain von Richter?”

The use of his name took him by surprise; Sladdin had simply ad-
dressed him by rank. He raised an eyebrow.

“Gotta know who you’re dealing wiv.”
He’d discerned the intelligence in the lad’s eyes right enough, even 

though the boy reeked of stale fish and a few other odors Stefan would 
rather not dwell on. “And who am I dealing with?”

“Albert Peregrine Burless, at your service.” He executed a bow that 
would have stood him in good stead in Prince Metternich’s circles and 
clicked his bare, blistered heels together.

“Very well, Herr Burless. Make sure you are available tomorrow 
morning.”

“Bert’ll do, Captain. Can’t ’ave people finkin’ I got ideas above 
me station.”
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Until he had a decent bath and found a pair of boots, that was 
highly unlikely to happen. Still, Stefan couldn’t fault him for trying.

“Guten Abend, Bert.” Stefan turned, searching for a carriage. If he 
didn’t get a move on he’d be making a spectacle of himself arriving late 
at Government House.

“If you cut through the park you’ll get to the governor’s quick 
smart.”

How did Bert know where he was heading? “What makes you 
think . . .”

“The scrambled egg gives it away.” He gestured to Stefan’s epau-
lettes and the surplus of braid adorning his redundant uniform. “Lights 
have been blazing for hours and there’s a stream of carriages. Better off 
on foot.”

Stefan struck out down the street in Bert’s wake where, unless he 
was very much mistaken, there was a distinct improvement in the 
night air, nowhere near as odorous as down near the docks. His lips 
twitched at the memory of the baron’s observation that the Antipodes 
housed some of the worst smells in the universe.

To their right the fort loomed, a useless cardboard- like edi-
fice more suited to a child’s toy box than any real defense. As they 
rounded the corner, a castellated, turreted gothic edifice appeared. 
Bert skirted the vehicles crowding the carriageway and surrounding 
access road.

“What’s the escort worth?”
“Nowt.” Bert disappeared into the shadows without waiting for 

another tip, a further point in his favor.
By the time Stefan reached the doorway, the reception line 

stretched the length of the hallway, but fortunately the governor, Sir 
Charles FitzRoy, spotted him and waved him to his side. “My pleasure 
to welcome you to our shores, Captain von Richter.”

“The pleasure is entirely mine.”
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“It must be nigh on twenty years since the baron was here. I trust 
we will have the opportunity for further conversation.”

“I have no doubt of that.” He took his leave and made his way 
into the ballroom where beribboned girls and powdered matrons glided 
across the floor, eyelashes batting against flushed cheeks like large 
moths seeking entry to a candlelit soirée. Whatever had possessed him 
to attend? Weeks aboard ship starved of female company, no doubt. 
Would he ever learn?

Unable to catch one of the waiters circulating between the varie-
gated lamps and wreath- encircled columns, he crossed to the tall doors 
standing open onto a terrace framing the view of the gardens. The 
moon cast a silvery sheen over the plants, giving them a ghostly, almost 
incandescent glow, and the balmy night air carried a hint of eucalyptus 
and salt from the harbor.

“Captain.” Sir Charles’s hand rested on his arm. “I have managed 
to escape for a few moments. I’d very much like to hear the news.” He 
led Stefan outside and down some steps to a sandstone bench over-
looking the harbor.

“Letters and dispatches and six- month- old newspapers leave much 
to be desired. I believe you were with the prince when the chaos erupted 
in Vienna.”

Stefan had hoped to leave the memories of the March Revolution 
and Prince Metternich’s subsequent escape behind. As chief minister, 
Prince Metternich bore the brunt of the hostility to the Hapsburg’s op-
pressive rule. Deserted by his friends and unwell, he turned to the baron 
for assistance. “We escorted him, and the princess, through the mobs in 
Vienna, then to Holland, and on to England. It took us almost a month 
to make our way to London. Fortunately no one suffered any lasting 
injuries.” His leg gave a sympathetic twinge and he rubbed at his thigh.

“You are being modest. I am well aware of the part you played. 
Your wounds have healed satisfactorily?”

Woman in the Green Dress_6P_revised.indd   18 3/18/20   12:19 PM



32  |  Book Club Kit The Woman in the Green Dress  |  33

T E A  C O O P E R

20

know of him? I believe he resides in Sydney. I have been asked to col-
lect it.”

“Thomas Bishop. Indeed I do, poor man.”
His stomach sank. If Sir Charles was going to tell him some mis-

fortune had befallen Bishop, their entire plan would be shot. “Poor 
man?”

“Such a sad story. His wife died most unexpectedly in a tragic 
house fire. Only days after my own wife.”

“Please accept my condolences.”
“I miss her very much.” Sir Charles stared out across the water at 

the rising moon for a few moments before turning back to him. “Mrs. 
Bishop was a charming woman. Mr. Bishop has removed himself from 
the city, something I quite understand, upped sticks and bought land 
in the Hawkesbury district, not far from St. Albans.” The governor 
slapped his hands together as though dismissing the whole affair. “Now, 
if you’ll excuse me, I must attend to my other guests. But I’d very much 
like an opportunity to speak at greater length.” He stood. “Don’t get 
up.” Sir Charles took the steps two at a time and disappeared into the 
throng of dancers.
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“Indeed they have. I have simply acquired a little extra baggage.”
“They couldn’t remove the musket ball?”
“No. It’s left me with a slight limp, nothing more.”
“And the prince has now returned to court after his exile and the 

baron is firmly ensconced in Florence.”
Sir Charles appeared to have a very up- to- date knowledge of 

the circumstances despite his request for news. “As Austrian Envoy 
Extraordinary, ambassador to the Grand Duchy of Tuscany. And he 
finally married, so his traveling days are over. I am acting as his aman-
uensis, charged with the task of reworking his diaries and copious notes 
of his travels here in Australia and preparing them for publication.” 
He glanced over his shoulder at the sweep of gardens surrounding the 
residence. The fresh scent of the eucalyptus trees hung in the breeze. 
“I also have another reason for gracing your shores, a more private 
matter.”

“And you require my assistance?”
He inclined his head. “The baron received a letter from an old ac-

quaintance, a mineralogist by the name of Professor Johann Menge, 
who found what he believed to be a precious stone.”

“In the colony?” Sir Charles groaned. “What sort of precious 
stone?”

“An opal.”
“For goodness’ sake. The country is currently in the grips of gold 

fever, inundated with an increasing stream of fortune hunters. At this 
precise moment in time I would prefer to keep the matter quiet.”

“And so would the baron. Unfortunately, Professor Menge passed 
away and the stone has yet to be authenticated. He believed it to be the 
first found in Australia.”

Sir Charles shook his head. “Where is this opal?”
“That is where I hope you can help. Before Professor Menge died 

he sent it to an acquaintance of his, one Thomas Bishop. Perhaps you 
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