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This book is dedicated to my oldest friends, henceforth 
to be known as The Fossil Girls. Vanessa, Carla, 
Jane, and Annie . . . Where has the time gone?
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C H A P T E R  1

1847

Wollombi, New South Wales, Australia

It’s blood— bad blood— that’s causing it. A new pinafore and some 
education ain’t going to change nothing. Still the same soul tucked 
beneath. You can teach a wild dog to come when it’s called, but you 
wouldn’t turn your back on it, not once it’s bloodied.”

Mellie sat hot and cross- legged on the dirt of the scullery floor 
wedged between the washboard and the mangle, hands over her ears, 
trying to block out Cook’s words. Why she kept finding herself on 
the edge of the millpond at sunrise, with nothing for company but 
a blanket of mist and the cries of the curlews, she didn’t understand.

Twisting this way and that, she plucked at her soggy nightgown, 
searching for the bad blood Cook kept ranting about. No sign of any 
stains on her skin or her nightgown, bad or otherwise.

“Why does she keep going down there? That’s what I’d like to 
know.” Fanny pushed up her sleeves and threw another bundle of 
kindling under the main copper.
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“Only thing a scullery maid needs worry about is how to clean. 
Get to it.”

“She ought to have learned her lesson by now.”
“She’s drawn to the place.” Cook’s beady eyes skewered Mellie. “If 

you keep going down there, you’ll be taken. Small, plain, and bony, 
or large, round, and plump, he don’t care so long as he gets tender 
young flesh.”

Mellie crawled closer to the copper and rubbed at the goose bumps 
on her arms. The more she tried to remember how she ended up at 
the millpond, the more the nothingness grew, as though someone had 
singed a great hole in her memory. She’d tried to explain that she didn’t 
do it on purpose, didn’t know how she’d ended up there. But Cook 
never believed a word, called it a flight of fancy, whatever that was.

“Did you hear what I said?” Cook reefed Mellie to her feet and 
gave her a bone- rattling shake. “You’ll be taken.”

“Taken where?” Mellie’s words squeaked, high- pitched and 
quivering.

“To his lair. He’ll drag you down into the murky depths and . . .” 
Cook clapped her hands. “Gone.” The loud, horrible slap bounced off 
the weatherboard walls. “Never to be seen again.”

Mellie stuck her fingers in her ears and crawled back into the 
corner.

“You can’t say that,” Fanny hissed. “It’s not true.”
“True enough, if it keeps her out of the millpond. Saves her from 

drowning.”
Cook reached under the mangle and hauled Mellie out of her 

hidey- hole. “Come on, missy. Go and get yourself dressed, then bring 
that gown back here. It needs to go in the copper.”

All Mellie wanted was to go home. But she had no home. They’d 
burned all her clothes, all the furniture, the bedding, everything in 
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the little slab cottage down by the brook. And she still couldn’t get a 
straight answer from Mrs. Pearson or anyone else about Da.

She stomped through the kitchen to the sleep- out, the little room 
tucked into the corner of the veranda. The last thing she remembered 
before the fever got her was running through the bush, dogged by 
crashing footsteps, sweat blinding her eyes, her heart galloping. She’d 
dodged and weaved, then her feet went out from under her and her 
lungs filled with a gut- wrenching stench. Damp and rancid, with an 
underlying stink of moldering sludge.

She made it back home before the fever took hold, and then life 
became a horrible sweaty, itchy blur until two weeks later when she’d 
woken in the sleep- out with Mrs. Pearson daubing a foul chalky lotion 
all over her.

Turned out she’d caught the wretched chicken pox, though how 
she’d managed that she’d no idea. The chickens had gone long ago into 
the blank hole of nothingness along with Da and everything else. Mrs. 
Pearson blamed the fever, and said some things were best forgotten.

Mellie dragged her pinafore over her head, scooped up her night-
gown, and tucked it under her arm. If she was careful, she could sneak 
through the back door, drop it outside the scullery, and disappear 
before she suffered another of Cook’s rants.

She ducked underneath the wisteria cave, glanced through the 
yellowing leaves to the millpond, balled up her nightgown, lobbed it 
at the scullery door, and took off.

“Mellie! What are you doing out there? Come inside.”
“I’m on my way to do my schoolwork, Mrs. Pearson.” She crossed 

her fingers against the lie.
“In that case, show me how you’re getting on.”
“I’m going to practice in the copybook.” No matter how hard she 

tried she’d never be able to imitate the perfect copperplate Lydia and 
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Bea, the daughters of the house, produced with nothing more than 
a flick of their fine, thin wrists. And the chicken pox was no excuse; 
Mrs. Pearson said she had to do her schoolwork now the fever had gone 
because she was so far behind.

“Follow me.” Mrs. Pearson led the way into the cool darkness of 
Dr. Pearson’s study, the room where he talked to people who were 
sick, where he doled out foul- looking tonics from a squeaky cupboard 
crammed into the corner by the front door.

Now that she’d gotten over the towering piles of leather- bound 
books, the ghostly faded pictures, and the strange mixture of smells— 
carbolic, ink, dust, eucalyptus, and pipe tobacco— she quite liked the 
room. Especially the books, not that she’d discovered one she could 
read. She liked to rub her fingers over the soft leather covers and 
the bumpy gold letters. Lydia said they weren’t fit for young girls so 
Mellie’d sneaked a peek when no one was looking. One book, by a man 
whose name she couldn’t wrap her tongue around, was full of creatures 
and their skeletons. Worse still was another, packed with drawings of 
people’s insides, of bits she didn’t dare think about. Enough to make 
a person wonder what Dr. Pearson was up to.

“Sit down, Mellie. I wish to speak to you.”
That didn’t sound good. She rocked on the edge of the chair.
“Sit up straight, hands in your lap while I’m talking.”
She shifted back, trying to escape Mrs. Pearson’s probing stare, 

the spindles of the chair grating against her back.
“This wandering. It must stop. I realize it’s difficult for you, forced 

to remain inside the house, but you’ve been sick, quite sick, and we 
don’t want you to infect anyone else.”

Her finger reached for the last remaining sore on her forehead, the 
only one that hadn’t scabbed over. Mrs. Pearson promised that once 
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the nasty crusty craters fell off, she wouldn’t be a danger to anyone 
else. She picked at it; maybe if she pulled it off . . .

“Don’t pick. Do you remember what I said?”
Mellie bobbed her head. “I can go outside when the scabs fall off.”
“Then can you please tell me what you were doing down at the 

millpond?”
“Nothing.” Her mouth dried. Nothing she remembered. Perhaps 

the black hole would lighten if she looked around in daylight.
“Don’t lie, Mellie. Cook keeps finding you down there, and in 

your nightgown.”
Mellie glanced around the room, her face getting hotter by the 

moment, not knowing what to say. She clenched her handkerchief in 
her fist.

“Do you remember being in the scullery?”
Mellie nodded again.
“So why do you keep going to the millpond?”
She lifted her shoulders. “I don’t know.” And then that flickering 

image drifted before her eyes. The mist creeping over the hills, the 
soggy grass beneath her feet, the glassy eyes of the old white mare 
watching her every move. “Oh!” She leaped up.

“What is it, dear?” Mrs. Pearson grasped at her hand. “Sit 
back down.”

“I thought it was a dream. There’s a white horse down there.” She 
snorted into her handkerchief. “The millpond smells horrid. Damp 
and moldy. I don’t mean to go down there.”

“I’m sure there’s a simple answer. I’ll talk with Dr. Pearson again.”
Not more poking and prodding— she couldn’t still be sick, surely 

not. She raised the back of her hand to her forehead. No sign of a fever. 
“What’s wrong with me?”

“Well, if you’re not going there intentionally, Dr. Pearson believes 
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you must be sleepwalking. It’s understandable, after everything that’s 
happened. It’s your mind’s way of working through the matters 
troubling you, but the water is deep and dangerous. We don’t want 
you to come to any harm.”

More like she’d come to harm at Cook’s hand or from the horrible 
creature that lurked in the murky depths. “Cook’s told me I’ll be 
taken, snatched away.”

“Poppycock and nonsense.”
“I want Da.” Her voice wobbled, then a great wave of sorrow stole 

her breath, almost drowning her. She covered her face to hide her 
trembling bottom lip. “Where’s Da? Can I go home when I’m better?”

“Oh, my dear.” Mrs. Pearson reached for her hand again, her gaze 
fixed on some spot beyond the window.

A griping took hold of Mellie and she jerked away, clutching at 
her stomach.

“Do you not remember anything before the chicken pox?”
She and Da in the little house down by the brook where they’d 

lived ever since Ma and baby John went. Not the best, but Da had 
plans, big plans. The picture flickered and faded, overtaken by a 
puddle of miserableness. “Is Da back yet?”

“No, my dear, he isn’t.”
Why? What had she done? Surely he wouldn’t up and leave her.
Mrs. Pearson kept wringing her hands as though she needed to 

wash them. “I thought you understood. Dr. Pearson brought you here 
because no one would take you while you had the chicken pox.”

She probably ought to thank the Pearsons, but she wasn’t sure she 
was grateful. Bumping her feet against the rung of the chair, in time 
with the pendulum on the carriage clock, she tried again. “When’s Da 
coming home?”

“I don’t know, my dear.” Mrs. Pearson straightened up, her eyes 
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skittered back to the window, then her face brightened. “It might be 
better if you leave with the girls. I’ll ask Dr. Pearson.”

Leave? “You said I could stay.” Her voice hitched embarrass-
ingly on the words and her throat scratched. She couldn’t go home. 
Everything had gone up in flames.

“This isn’t a punishment. It’s a holiday. Let me explain. I’m sure 
you’re going to be very excited.”

In all honesty, she couldn’t think of anything that would make her 
excited unless someone stopped Cook’s mouth and Fanny’s slit- eyed 
glances and swept away the mess of the last weeks.

“Every Easter, Ella and Grace visit from Maitland and spend a few 
days here before they go off on a holiday with Lydia and Bea. Wouldn’t 
you like to go with them? A holiday would be lovely.”

A holiday. What was a holiday? And no. No, it wouldn’t be lovely, 
whatever it was. Not if it meant going away. She was only beginning 
to get the hang of the doctor’s house on the hill. “I want to stay here.” 
Mostly. Cook’s horrible mouth aside. “Da won’t be able to find me if 
I go away, and what about my chicken poxes?”

“You won’t be contagious for much longer, and those nasty sores 
will heal with fresh air and sunshine. Another upheaval in such a short 
time will be difficult, but it’ll be for the best. You’ll have a wonderful 
time with Anthea. She’ll welcome you with open arms. Trust me.”

Mellie hadn’t much faith in trust. She smothered a scoff.
“Anthea lives at a place called Bow Wow, less than a day’s ride 

from here. She’s a fascinating woman, a paleontologist of some repute.”
“A paleo what?”
“Someone who collects fossils.”
Fossils? “What are they?”
“People call them curios— bones, shells, stone imprints of animals 

and plants.”
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The illustrations in Dr. Pearson’s books reared before her eyes. 
Someone who collected bones. Da had a kangaroo skull tacked on 
the wall outside the cottage door where he hung his oilskin. Big holes 
where the eyes used to be and huge, horrible teeth. Where was Da? 
She covered her face with her hands, the pain too much to bear. She 
wanted to go home.

“Anthea is a scientist who tries to find out how things were in 
ancient times by studying the remains of the past.”

This was getting worse by the moment. Da was the only remains 
of the past she’d like to see, but it didn’t seem as though that was going 
to happen any time soon.

Mellie’s eyes dived to the book on the shelf, the very one with the 
skeletons she’d taken down and studied. A shudder traced her shoul-
ders and she shot to her feet. Perhaps that’s what Cook meant when 
she said she’d be taken. “I don’t want to go.” The high- ceilinged room 
shrank around her. “I promise I’ll behave. I won’t be no trouble.”

“Come along, Mellie. This isn’t like you. Let me show you some-
thing.” Mrs. Pearson walked over behind the desk and took down one 
of the pictures. “This is a daguerreotype. A new way to record images. 
It was taken a couple of years ago by a man named George Goodman. 
Here’s Anthea, and her husband, Benjamin, Bea and Lydia, and Ella, 
and other visitors. They’re having a lovely time.”

A group of people stood in front of a huge rock face; in the middle 
were a man and a woman arm in arm, and two other people with a 
pack horse, and in between a group of girls, their long skirts brushing 
the grass and parasols held above their heads.

“Mellie, you’re a brave girl. Lydia and Bea will be going, and Ella 
and Grace.”

Ella. She shuddered. Lydia’s best friend, all pink cheeks and airs 
and graces. She’d bossed her around ever since she’d arrived, and her 
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younger sister, Grace, was even worse. Every time Grace caught sight 
of her, she stuck her hands in her armpits and danced around like 
a headless chook shrieking bawk- bawk. And now Bea had taken to 
doing it too. “You said this was my home. I won’t wander, I promise. 
I don’t want to be bloodied by the bunyip.”

“Bunyip! Bloodied!” Mrs. Pearson leaped to her feet, her shadow 
towering over her like the giant beast Cook reckoned inhabited the 
millpond, waiting, just waiting, to snatch young girls away. “Go to 
your room and organize your belongings. I’m going to have words with 
Cook. This is the very reason you must go with the girls. There’ll be 
no more nonsense.” Mrs. Pearson threw open the study door. “Cook, 
Fanny, where are you? I want to talk to you.”

“I won’t go to the millpond again. I promise.”
“It’s got nothing to do with the millpond but everything to do 

with Cook’s drivel and your overactive imagination.”
Mellie gaped at Mrs. Pearson’s disappearing back, taking long, 

cooling breaths until all the unanswered questions stopped bouncing 
around inside her head.

s
Bow Wow Gorge, New South Wales

Only at Bow Wow, beneath the dense canopy of the trees, did Anthea 
truly find peace. The place where the layers of life reached back to 
the beginning of time, before a single human had walked the land, 
before the earth solidified. From the towering sandstone cliffs to the 
meandering creek, which over millions of years had carved a narrow 
winding gorge, the landscape had slowly revealed its secrets.

Her foot, perhaps the first ever to disturb that specific spot, settled 
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in the damp, moist undergrowth. This place once formed part of the 
coast, and embedded in the sandstone were marine fossils. A treasure 
trove of the past, which had lured both her and Benjamin from the 
outset with their dreams of discovering one of the larger marine rep-
tiles that had fired the imagination of all of Europe.

But it was not to be. Despite every endeavor, their search proved 
fruitless. They’d discovered plenty of exquisitely preserved specimens 
of the smaller mollusks and shells but nothing resembling Hawkins’s 
great sea- dragons— the ichthyosaur and the plesiosaur.

At sixty- two her time was limited— she no longer had the energy 
she’d once had when she and Benjamin would stride out happily and 
spend all day, even during the hottest summer, exploring the gorge. 
Now she rarely lasted more than a morning and would be home with 
a cup of tea on the veranda well before the sun dropped behind the 
surrounding hills.

She paddled down the creek lost in the memory of the wiry, 
weather- beaten man, seven years her senior, the man with the easy 
smile who’d made her heart sing and filled her mind with possibili-
ties. Benjamin had brushed away the remnants of her strict religious 
upbringing and together they’d discovered Bow Wow Gorge and its 
hidden story.

She’d found her passion but she’d lost the man who’d inspired her 
to an agonizing case of pneumonia, and since his passing, like a weath-
ered fossil her luster had faded. The thick, tawny hair Benjamin so 
loved reduced to a salt and pepper mess, leaving her old and crumpled. 
Not that she’d admit the fact to anyone, although Nette knew. It took 
one who’d survived the vagaries of time to understand.

The old sawpit marked the beginning of the snig trail to the 
house, and Anthea paused for a moment seeing in her mind’s eye the 
team of bullocks straining as they haul timber up to the house. The 
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recent rain had washed away the heated remnants of summer and the 
ferns had flourished, creating vivid green curtains that draped the 
caves, the home of brooding shadows and leathery winged bats. She 
pushed through, her eyes, more from habit than anything else, raking 
the freshly revealed wall created by a small tumble of earth.

A glint of something dark against the crumbling sandstone brought 
her to a standstill. Fingers trembling, she brushed aside the loosened 
dirt. A small cylindrical- shaped stone tumbled into her cupped hand. 
Wiping back the strands of damp hair from her face, she stared down.

Her heart pounded.
Not much larger than a florin, it nestled in her palm, its center 

dented as though marked by the pad of an unknown thumb. There 
were no fractures, no cracks. Only a smooth, consistent surface worn 
by the movement of the layers over the ages. Pushing her way deeper 
into the cave, she ran her hands over the newly exposed wall and 
moments later a second stone tumbled free.

A wave of heat crept up her body and over her face. Not one of 
the dreadful hot flashes that so tormented her. Nothing like that. This 
was the pure thrill of a find. Something she’d seen before. Something 
from long ago, before she’d met Benjamin, before they’d escaped to 
Australia. She tucked the two stones into her collecting pouch and 
bounded up the trail.

Amazing what a find could do for her demeanor. What a mourn-
ful fool she was, wallowing in self- pity. Benjamin lived on in their 
combined interest. He would never lie forgotten as these pieces had.

s
“There’re only two reasons you sing— so which one is it?” Nette tipped 
her head, rather like the resident willie wagtail who perched on the 
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fence, waiting for a treat from the freshly turned soil, watching her 
every move with small, dark eyes.

Anthea trilled the final line of a song and allowed a smug smile 
to drift across her face. “You know me too well, but not quite well 
enough.” A little bit of vanity, but she enjoyed keeping Nette guessing.

“Come on. Either you found something on that walk of yours or 
it’s because the girls are coming.”

“Both.” She sat down and folded her arms across her ever- 
expanding girth: too much good food and not enough time spent 
outside. That would be rectified soon enough if today’s discovery was 
what she imagined.

“When are the girls expected? There are beds to make up, supplies 
to be brought in, menus to organize. Jordan and I need dates and times 
and . . . What did you find?”

Anthea teased the side of her finger with her teeth, not because it 
needed chewing, but more because she wanted to string out the flood 
of pleasure and delight. Years of conjecture and hypothesizing, then, 
just like that, a simple mudslide after a few days’ rain. “Two vertebrae.”

Nette hooted, the sound an uncanny imitation of the powerful 
boobook that held sway over the gorge with its far- sighted scrutiny and 
swift raptorial claws. “You never did?”

“I might well have done.”
“Don’t just sit there, show me. Where are they?”
“How I wish Benjamin were here. We always hoped we might 

make such a find.” She eased the stones from her pouch. Two verte-
brae, if she was correct, but she hadn’t had any tools with her, hadn’t 
dared to run the risk of scratching with her fingers, spoiling what had 
laid waiting for more years than she could count. She held up one of 
the vertebrae, the central indentation from the marrow clearly visible, 
and as she studied it for the umpteenth time her conviction grew.
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“It’s from the base of the animal’s neck. You can tell by the facets 
on the side.”

Hooking her wire- rimmed spectacles over her ears, Nette moved 
closer. “Looks as though it might be.”

“I have to compare it to the drawings I have in the workroom 
before I share it with the girls. Then they can help me in my search. 
This is Benjamin’s dream come true. He always said the gorge had 
more to show us. We’ll work slowly and carefully, see what else we 
can uncover. There’s an illustration of Mary’s ichthyosaur in one of 
the geological papers in the workroom. This will be so exciting for the 
girls. A real treasure hunt. I’ll write tonight to Mitchell and send one 
of the specimens. Unless I’m mistaken there hasn’t been a find like 
this in Australia.”

“You won’t be mistaken.”
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C H A P T E R  2

1919

London, England

Penelope Jane Martindale strolled along the Cromwell Road, an 
agonizing mix of sorrow and regret congealing in her throat. Two 
years ago, she’d covered the same path, wedged safe between her twin 
brothers. They were on forty- eight hours’ leave before they headed for 
France, thinking it would be nothing more than an adventure along 
their path to adulthood. She hadn’t questioned their decision until it 
was too late. She should have known better.

The solidity and permanence of the Natural History Museum, 
set among incongruous wartime rows and rows of cabbages, potatoes, 
artichokes, and cauliflowers, drew her. It was a link to the past, to the 
last time she’d seen Dan and Riley, and she wanted to relive that day. 
There might not be another chance. She needed the memory clear 
in her mind. Pa would want to know about the last day they’d spent 
together.

In an hour or two she’d meet Sam and face another gut- wrenching 
farewell. She’d left him only the day before at Dieppe when she’d been 
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one of the last to board ship. She’d wanted to stay in France, too, but 
he’d insisted she should go ahead, said he had a couple of matters to 
sort out. She’d agreed, loath to leave the man with whom she’d worked 
side by side for so long, but trusting in his promise that he would be 
right behind her and would meet her on the steps of the museum at 
four o’clock.

While she and Sam had ferried the wounded from the front lines 
to the doctors and nurses in the clearing stations, her thoughts had 
often returned to this cathedral of nature: initially as a way of escaping 
the acres of mud and misery, but later— after the telegrams arrived— as 
a reminder of the boys. They’d been lost too soon, along with millions 
of others, fighting a war Pa believed wasn’t theirs to fight.

Buried in a profusion of memories, she made her way along the 
path where a mass of signs hung advising the public on wartime 
allotments and how to deal with insect infestation; there was a whole 
section devoted to the carrier pigeons, so important for relaying mili-
tary communications and life- saving messages. She climbed the steps 
and wandered through the huge doors into the glorious concoction 
of space— the arches, sweeping staircases, and stained- glass windows 
dominated by the giant diplodocus.

One hundred and five feet of reconstructed history. Diplodocus 
carnegii, named for the man who had financed the acquisition of the 
skeleton found in a paddock somewhere in the middle of America. 
Andrew Carnegie had casts made of it and donated them to museums 
around the world in the hope science could transcend borders. Perhaps 
now the war was over his dream would be realized.

Dan and Riley had fallen in love with the dinosaur the moment 
they set foot in the museum. It hadn’t mattered to them that Dippy 
was constructed entirely by human hand, the giant jigsaw sent across 
the ocean in thirty crates and assembled in the museum. They’d 
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dreamed one day of finding one of their own, imagined it being named 
in their honor— Diplodocus martindalii, they’d joked.

She skirted the drooping tail and peered through the dinosaur’s 
empty eye socket across the vaulted chamber, back into a past that 
made her eyes smart and her vision dim.

It had all begun with Dan and Riley’s dusty old collection of fos-
sils, which had provided them with hours of entertainment throughout 
the years. The boys taking the role of intrepid adventurers uncovering 
ancient bones while they’d relegated her to the less inspiring position 
of museum curator and sometime paleontologist. And right now, since 
she’d paid homage to Dippy, she intended to visit the paleontology 
collection.

Skirting a group of African elephants and numerous other giants, 
she made her way through to the back room where myriad glass spec-
imen cases housed neatly labeled vertebrate, invertebrate, and plant 
fossils.

Holding her hair back, she leaned closer to the glass. A hastily 
scrawled sign read An amphibian that lived in Australia over 200 mil-
lion years ago.

Home. How she longed for the Australian sun, the khaki- colored 
leaves outlined against a deep blue sky, and the song of the cicadas. 
A painful sigh whisked its way between her lips. It wouldn’t be the 
same without Dan and Riley’s boisterous buffeting and infectious 
good humour.

“Fascinating, isn’t it?”
She lifted her head and came face- to- face with one of the wardens, 

his threadbare uniform a relic from an age long gone. No doubt he 
would have retired years ago but for the war.

“Are you interested in fossils?” His rheumy eyes, buried deep in 
wrinkled skin, twinkled.
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“It’s more my brothers’ interest. I didn’t know they’d found fossils 
like this in Australia.”

“Apparently so. This is a new acquisition. Found in a brick pit in 
Sydney, Australia.”

“What’s it doing here?”
“Our collection holds quite a few specimens from Australia. 

Thought one day I might take a trip. They say the sun always shines.”
“More often than England, but not always.”
He threw her a puzzled look.
“I was born in Australia.”
“And you’ve been doing your bit, I see.” He gestured to the faded 

Red Cross armband on her coat. She’d worn it for so long she’d almost 
forgotten about it.

“As an ambulance driver. A very small bit.”
“Not from what I’ve heard. Plenty a man owes his life to an ambu-

lance driver. Could have done with a few more of them ambulances 
in the African War; we had horse- drawn carts but no motor vehicles. 
Still, this is my spot now. The paleontology collection is my responsi-
bility.” He straightened a little. “That doesn’t mean I collect them or 
prepare them. I simply look after them. They’re pretty quiet patients.” 
He winked. “Not like you’d be used to.”

She offered a half- hearted smile. She didn’t want to talk about the 
war. Here with the past, she could forget the images that haunted her 
dreams. “You said you had other specimens from Australia. Could I 
see them?”

“You’ve found the star of the show. Hasn’t been properly labeled 
yet.” He pulled a large bunch of keys from his pocket, selected a small 
brass one, and slipped it into the lock on the frame of the display 
case, then extracted a piece of cardboard tucked under the jaw bone. 
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Paracyclotosaurus davidi, a new labyrinthodont (Paracyclotosaurus), 
Sydney, New South Wales, T.W. Edgeworth David.

Penelope leaned closer, her fingers reaching for the wide jaw.
“No touching.” He snapped the display case shut and locked it 

again. “Can’t have greasy finger marks.”
She shoved her hands into her pockets, her whole body responding 

to the information on the label. A flood of recollections of the place 
she hadn’t seen for so long . . . the small town nestled between the arms 
of the waterways, the house overlooking the millpond, the sweeping 
hills and dappled valleys, Pa and Dan and Riley.

“Tricky things, fossils.”
The images cleared and she followed the old man.
“You either get them or you don’t. Some people can’t see the sig-

nificance; they write them off as a pile of old rocks. But they hold a 
wealth of secrets.”

“I was born in New South Wales, a place called Wollombi. I had 
no idea . . .”

“So you know this man with his back- to- front name, this 
Edgeworth David?”

“No, no, not at all.”
“Come with me.” He flicked his head in the direction of a 

small door at the back of the room. “That’s where we keep the other 
Australian specimens— maybe some were found in your back garden.”

Highly unlikely. At least she couldn’t think of anywhere in the 
little village there might be fossils. Drawings and carvings made by the 
Wonnarua, Awabakal, Worimi, and Darkinjung people up at Mount 
Yengo, even an ax head or two, but nothing resembling this crocodile- 
like monster. Dan and Riley would have swarmed over it like a plague 
of meat ants.
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They bypassed numerous glass- fronted cabinets and more display 
cases until the light dimmed and the air thickened with dust.

“Some interesting stuff in here— the early specimens from 
Australia. A man named Thomas Mitchell, Australia’s surveyor gen-
eral, sent them to Sir Richard Owens— he’s the one responsible for 
this wonderful museum. A paleontologist and superintendent of the 
museum years ago, before my time.” He gave a breathless cough, 
maybe a laugh. “Transformed the place, he did, and opened every-
thing up to the public. I can remember coming as a boy. Always a good 
place to spend a chilly afternoon. Never thought I’d end up working 
here, though.”

His words washed over her, her mind reeling. She and the boys 
had talked about visiting fossil sites in America, the places Riley and 
Dan had spun their yarns around, and here was a specimen found less 
than a hundred miles from home.

“Follow me.”
They squeezed into a smaller, badly lit room and she followed him 

through the maze of display cases until they came to a halt in front of 
a pair of glazed mahogany cabinets.

“Have a look at this.”
She studied the giant skull. Two huge incisors protruded from 

the lower jaw.
“Diprotodon australis.”
“What’s a diprotodon?”
“A giant wombat.”
“A giant wombat. Good heavens.” She smothered a laugh.
“Have you ever seen one?”
“I’ve seen plenty of wombats. They can be a bit of a nuisance. 

They dig their burrows and destroy the paddocks and tracks. But I’ve 
never seen one as big as this.”
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He nodded. “They reckon they weighed around three tons. Big 
as an omnibus.”

“The wombats I’ve come across are nowhere near that big.”
“So they’re small? Like rabbits?”
“No, nothing like rabbits. About this height.” She reached down 

and held her hand level with her calf. “Quite heavy and often slow. 
Where did this come from?”

“A place called Wellington, New South Wales, too. Mitchell gave 
an address to the Geological Society.” He rummaged through a pile 
of yellowing papers. “Here it is, in 1838. Wellington,” he repeated. 
“There’s a small town in the south of England called Wellington. 
Perhaps you Australians pinched the name.” He paused for a moment, 
scratched his thinning hair. “Well, I’m a fool, aren’t I? I should show 
you Mary Anning’s specimens. She came from down south too. Not 
that she got any credit for her discoveries. The scientists of the day 
used her finds to establish their own reputation. Wasn’t until she was 
fifty years dead they made her an honorary member of the Geological 
Society. Still, times are changing— they say women will get the vote 
before too long.”

“Tell me a little bit more about these Australian specimens.”
“Right you are.” He locked the cabinet and moved on to the next. 

“Here are some more Mitchell sent Sir Richard.” He lifted the lid of 
the unlocked cabinet and gave a dismissive huff. “Numerous marine 
fossils from the early Permian period.” He flipped one of the labels. 
This one is from the Hunter Valley, a place called Harper’s Hill. Does 
that ring a bell?”

“Hunter Valley does. I don’t know Harper’s Hill.” What she 
wouldn’t give for a map. “Can I pick this one up?” Her hand hovered 
over the small, polished rock, more like an ashtray than anything else.

“Guess it wouldn’t hurt— looks like a vertebra to me, probably an 
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ichthyosaur or a plesiosaur. Quite common down on the south coast 
of England, throughout Europe, in fact.”

Cool to the touch, the polished stone nestled in her palm, the 
center indented as though molded by someone’s thumb. She had an 
overwhelming urge to hold it tight. She clenched her fist and turned to 
the label. “Oh, this is interesting. Mitchell didn’t find it. It was found 
by someone named A. Winstanley, in a place called .  .  . Bow Wow 
Gorge.” As her lips formed the words a vision burst into her mind. Dan 
and Riley, freckles popping after another weekend with their bicycles. 
Mrs. Canning, hands on hips, demanding to know where they’d spent 
the night. “At the gorge. Bow Wow Gorge.” And much cackling laugh-
ter and foolishness while they argued about the origins of the name. 
Something to do with a dog’s hind leg.

He studied the label. “Hmm. The name Winstanley rings a bell. 
I’m sure there’s something else. Come along.”

She followed him across the main room, trying to hold tight to 
the poignant memory.

“I wanted to show you this.” He threw open the door and her 
breath caught. Displayed on the wall was a huge, polished stone and in 
bas- relief a giant dragon- like creature. “Now that’s what I call a fossil.”

“It’s amazing.”
He gave a humph of satisfaction and grinned, his eyes disap-

pearing into a bed of deeply etched wrinkles. “That’s Mary Anning’s 
treasure— Ichthyosaurus anningae. First full skeleton ever found.”

“But not Australian.”
He shook his head and tutted. “Told you. Down south. Dorset. 

Lyme Regis.”
Her fingers smoothed the vertebra still clasped in her hand. “I’m 

not sure where that is.”
“You’ve never heard of Lyme Regis? I thought you were interested 
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in fossils. That’s where Mary Anning lived. Her father taught her how 
to search for fossils when she was just a little child. She’d help him 
clean them and they’d sell them to visitors. After he died she took 
over the business and about a year later made her first big find. Not 
bad for a twelve- year- old girl. Scientists thought it was a crocodile; 
others called it a sea- dragon. Wasn’t until years later they named it 
ichthyosaurus.” He puttered along between the display cases. “That 
Winstanley. There’s something here, too, from her.” He flipped the 
label on another specimen. “There we are. Winstanley. Nice example 
of an ammonite. 1860. Ah. From Lyme.” He traced the spiral form 
above the glass. “Perhaps the most widely known fossil, thanks to 
our Mary. We have some of Elizabeth Philpot’s fish somewhere too. 
Beautiful examples, every scale in place.”

“Mr. Ambrose. Mr. Ambrose.” Strident tones echoed in the con-
fines of the room, destroying the ancient ambience.

“That’d be me. Time to go. I’ve got to check everything’s ship-
shape before we close for the afternoon. Can’t trust anyone else. I’ve 
enjoyed our little talk, Miss . . .”

“Martindale. PJ— Penelope Jane.” PJ was Sam’s nickname for her; 
the mouthful Ma and Pa had landed her with had lasted less than five 
minutes the first time she and Sam crossed paths. He’d christened her 
PJ, said it suited her because she was one of the boys, and it had stuck. 
She liked the short, no- nonsense initials, a nod to the woman she’d 
become since she’d left Australia, but she felt Mr. Ambrose would 
appreciate her full name.

“Come back another day, Miss Penelope Jane.” He gave her a 
crumpled wink. “Not often I have the attention of a pretty girl 
like you.”

“I’d really like to.” But her time was up. Sam would be sitting out-
side waiting. Drumming his fingers, wondering what had happened to 
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her. “Thank you, Mr. Ambrose, I’ll try. Thank you so much for your 
time. It’s been fascinating. I’m going to see if I can find out anything 
more about this Winstanley person, and Mitchell, when I get home.”

“Goodbye. And if I ever get to Australia I’ll look you up.”
She curbed a smile. No one quite understood the size of Australia. 

How many times had she had that conversation with an injured soldier?
With a final glance at Mary Anning’s sea- dragon, she left, slipping 

a quick pat to Dippy’s nose as she passed through the central hall and 
out into the street.

A seething mass of men in every different kind of uniform clus-
tered around the courtyard, some with their faces aglow and their 
arms linked with smiling girls, others gray- skinned yet determined, 
the price they’d paid obvious in the array of bandages, limps, and 
missing limbs. But overall the atmosphere was one of enthusiasm and 
optimism. Finally, the war to end all wars had freed them from its 
clutches. All that remained now was finalizing the massive task of 
repatriation.

PJ stood at the top of the steps searching for Sam’s shock of unruly 
hair and his upright stance, but no one made her heart jump. Nothing 
could have happened to him. He’d survived so much. Volunteered 
so early, months and months before America had entered the war. 
Argued long and hard with his father, broken his mother’s heart, but 
convinced it was his duty, he’d traveled to London and a family friend 
had helped him organize everything. He’d bought the Wolseley, had 
it converted into an ambulance, and taken off to Paris. Once he’d got 
the idea in his head, he was unstoppable.

“Miss Martindale.” She jumped as a hand grasped her arm. “I’ve 
called your name half a dozen times. Didn’t you hear me?”

She scanned the face, not recognizing a single feature, but his 
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slow drawl and elongated vowels would have given him away as an 
Australian even if he wasn’t wearing a slouch hat and a cheeky grin.

“How do you know who I am?”
“I can spot an Aussie sheila from a hundred paces. Most beautiful 

girls in the world. Captain Groves sent me. Name’s Ted. Ted Baker.”
Color tinged her cheeks and her shoulders sagged. “Where’s Sam?”
“I’m afraid he’s not going to make it.”
Her stomach took a dive, right down to her boots, and the air 

wavered.
“Blimey. Didn’t do that well.” Ted grabbed her arm. “He’s fine, 

really fine. He’s got caught up. Trouble getting Sid back. Asked me 
to tell you not to worry and he’ll be here in a couple of days. He said 
same place, same time, but two days later.”

“Why’s he bringing the ambulance back?” Typical Sam. He loved 
that car, a Wolseley- Siddeley he’d christened Sid. Sam’s only fault, if 
it could be counted as one, was his impulsiveness, but that was the 
characteristic that had brought them, and many others, through the 
war unscathed.

“Not real sure, but he seemed determined enough. Said a Sid 
Wolseley wasn’t going to lie and rot on the battlefield no matter what 
the brass said. Sure you’re okay? I gave you a bit of a shock. Let me see 
you back to your lodgings. The captain’ll have me guts if anything 
happens to you.”

“Thanks, it’s not a long walk and I can find my own way.”
“Right you are, then.” He tipped the brim of his hat and bounded 

back down the steps to a group of Diggers sitting on the wall sharing a 
packet of cigarettes and what sounded like a ribald joke. They deserved 
their peace. The Australian Defence Force had earned a mighty repu-
tation for bravery in the trenches.

She shrugged deeper into her coat and rammed her hands into her 

FossilHunter_1P.indd   24FossilHunter_1P.indd   24 11/23/21   4:33 PM11/23/21   4:33 PM



T h e  F o s s i l  h u n T e r

25

pockets. Her fingers tightened around the smooth polished surface 
of the vertebra. “Oh my goodness.” She whipped around and bolted 
back up the steps where a warden sporting a similar faded frock coat 
as Mr. Ambrose gave the doors a final slam and fastened the chain. 
She rapped her knuckles on the glass. He glanced up, shook his head, 
and mouthed the word closed.

She held up the fossil, but he had already turned his back and was 
walking away.

What to do? She’d had no intention of taking it, had forgotten all 
about it— what if Mr. Ambrose thought she’d stolen it? She tried the 
other doors, then finally admitted defeat and walked back down the 
steps. She’d bring it back first thing tomorrow morning. It sat snug 
and warm in the palm of her hand almost as though it were happy to 
be released from the confines of the museum.

For goodness’ sake. What rubbish.
Good job Sam hadn’t arrived when he’d said he would. She might 

have forgotten all about it, not found it for days.
A lilac glow illuminated the skyline as PJ trudged back down the 

Cromwell Road. Tempted by the scent of baking drifting from one of 
the tea shops, she shouldered open the door and found a table tucked 
into the corner by a window.

She placed the fossil carefully in front of her on the tablecloth 
and picked up the label, taking care not to dislodge the small glob of 
glue holding the string firm. Winstanley. Who was Winstanley? What 
had the man in the museum said? A group of people working in Lyme 
Regis, and he’d mentioned another name, Elizabeth someone. Philpot, 
that was it. Mary Anning, Elizabeth Philpot, and Winstanley. More to 
the point, Winstanley visited Bow Wow Gorge. Dan and Riley would 
have been beside themselves. They’d have turned the gorge upside 
down searching for their very own sea- dragon.
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“What can I get you?”
“A pot of tea, please, and some cake. Have you got fruit cake or, 

better still, scones? A Bath bun?”
“Afternoon tea’s over.”
“A pot of tea will be fine.” She sat staring at the fossil, turned the 

label once again. Possible Ichthyosaur vertebra. A. Winstanley. March 
1847. Bow Wow Gorge, Australia. Suddenly the hum of the tea shop 
faded and she was back at Wollombi, crouched in the hallway, lining 
up the labeled fossils Dan and Riley had found in the attic, the writing 
faded and blurred by their sticky fingers. And dates, they’d all had 
dates on them because Dan and Riley were so unusually pedantic 
about labeling their own finds.

“Pot of tea, for one.” It landed with a bit of a thump, pulling her 
back to the present. “Table’s booked for six o’clock. Won’t be long, will 
you? I have to change the cloth and clean up.” The waitress gave the 
corner of the table a dramatic brush with a napkin, sniffed haughtily, 
and walked away.

PJ poured a cup of tea, milk, and sipped the thick, stewed brew. 
A good job Sam wasn’t here. He detested tea with a vengeance most 
reserved for the Boche. Maintained the most important thing he’d 
discovered since he’d arrived in Europe was how to make a decent cup 
of coffee. He was right, but then Sam was right about a lot of things, 
and his innate sixth sense had saved her more times than she’d care 
to remember. Saying goodbye was going to be hard, but she had to 
go home.

Sam had become more than a friend. He’d become someone she 
relied on, and she knew he felt the same about her. They’d lived in 
each other’s pockets for so long. She’d miss him. Miss his constant 
good humour, his ability to blend into any situation, his talent for 
making friends. And how she loved his old- fashioned manners and 
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his accent, making even the most mundane of words sound exotic. 
But there was no point in moping. Family came first, and she hadn’t 
heard from Pa since she’d written after she’d received the telegrams 
about the boys. Mrs. Canning had sent the odd, infrequent letter but 
nothing more.

She had to go home— she was all Pa had.
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