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Chapter 1





Saturday, June 29, 1889 – SS Elderslie – Two days out from Fremantle, Western Australia.


 


Abigail Sergeant sat on the edge of the bunk, clutching her sobbing brother’s hand. The sputtering oil lamp swung wildly from its hook in the ceiling, casting deep shadows that danced menacingly around the darkened cabin. In all her eighteen years of life, Abigail was sure this was the most unpleasant experience she had lived through. Squeezing Bertrand’s hand harder she tried with all her might to console the distraught boy. While he was only two years younger than Abigail, Bertrand was considered slow, even described as backward and dim-witted by some. Abigail hated the disparaging comments levelled at him by ignorant observers, but she had to admit that he could be a handful at times. This was one of those times. Experiences such as this storm merely unnerved Abigail, but they reduced her brother to a gibbering mess.


Bertrand rocked back and forth. “No, no, no,” he muttered continually.


Abigail frowned and tightened her mouth. Her consoling words were not getting through. She knew this was due partly to his temporary inability for rational thought, and partly because Abigail’s voice was barely audible over the unsettling roar outside. The sound was incessant, howling and moaning. Occasional crashes, followed by shouts from desperate sailors, cut through the constant drone. The sailors’ sporadic cries supplied the only evidence of human existence outside the darkened cabin. It was midday, but it felt like midnight.


Abigail took her gaze to the salt-stained porthole. Blackened sky was barely distinguishable from menacing grey waves. The all-encompassing melee assaulted the ship like a pack of wolves attacking a wounded beast. There was no escape. Those onboard were imprisoned by the storm, the tossing of the vessel preventing all but the most urgent of activities. Even reading one of the half-a-dozen novels Abigail brought with her had become challenging. The smell in the ship had changed too, transforming from that of dry sacking mixed with straw and stale human sweat to that of damp, salty fear.


Abigail considered she and her brother were amongst the fortunate. Having paid over eighteen guineas for a cabin on the SS Elderslie, they were spared the cramped conditions of the assisted passengers. Nonetheless, Abigail couldn’t keep her heart from racing every time the ship lurched wildly from one side to the other.


She looked down at her hands, damp with nervous perspiration, then across to Bertrand’s saucer-wide eyes. His terrified demeanour exaggerated his rather stunted look. While Abigail had inherited her mother’s thick blonde hair, statuesque frame and compelling light blue eyes, Bertrand more resembled Father’s family. With drab brown hair and grey eyes, Bertrand had developed a slight hunch. Abigail considered this was due to his constant desire not to be noticed. Although they called him simple, she saw nothing simple about him. He was complex and demanded careful attention. At times such as this, Abigail knew that a loving touch was required. Without it he may shut down, entering what she called his dream-state. When he succumbed it was less of a daydream, more of a complete removal from reality. She would do anything to avoid that.


Wiping her palms on the front of her dress, Abigail moved to clasp Bertrand’s hand once more. His wailing grew more intense at the loving touch.


“I’m scared, Abi. I’m really scared.”


“It’s all right, Bertie. I’m here with you.”


“You won’t go anywhere, will you?” His rocking sped up.


“I won’t.” A tear began to form. “I’ll be here for you.”


“Why … why is it so bumpy? It hasn’t done this before. I’m scared.”


“Bertie, calm down. It’s fine. The storm just makes the ocean waves bigger, that’s all. We have to climb over each one to get where we are going.”


“I don’t want to go there any more. I want to go home.”


“Bertie, we are only days away from Fremantle. We should arrive on Monday. Won’t that be good? We can get off this ship and enjoy some sun by the Swan River.”


The cabin door swung open, banging on the side of the bunk. Bertrand, startled by the unexpected noise, increased his wailing. Abigail took in a deep breath and blew it out slowly. Something had to be done.


“Bertie, calm down. Now, listen to me. Can you do that, Bertie?” She gazed into his eyes. His sobbing calmed somewhat. Between faltering breaths Abigail continued her attempt. “Now, Bertie, you must calm down. Think how Mother would expect you to behave. She would be able to help you through this.”


“But Mother is dead. She isn’t here any more.”


“Yes, Mother died, but she would want us to be strong. Imagine seeing her at the end of the journey.”


“But Mother has gone to Heaven.” Desperation flooded into Bertrand’s eyes. “Are we going to die? Are we going to be with Mother?”


“No, no, I don’t mean that. We will arrive in Fremantle in a day or two. We will be all right. Do you understand?”


“We won’t die?”


“We won’t die.”


“I still don’t like this. Make it stop, Abi. Make it stop.”


Abigail’s heart broke every time she saw Bertrand troubled. He became so easily distressed, causing Abigail more than her fair share of melancholy. She needed to take a new tack. “Bertie, look at me, darling. I forgot to tell you that last week Captain Ollsen took me on a tour of the ship.”


“You went to see the rest of the ship?”


“That’s right, Bertie. I went with the captain.”


“I didn’t go?”


“No, Bertie, you didn’t go. You played snakes and ladders with that nice army officer. That was fun, wasn’t it?”


“He was nice.”


“Anyway, Captain Ollsen took me to see the engine working. It was magnificent. Such power. Such a marvel of technology.”


“You liked that?” A look of curiosity crept into Bertrand’s eyes.


Abigail knew he would not have enjoyed the experience. The noise alone would have seen him running for his life. “I did enjoy it. So much power, all harnessed to drive the ship forward. Anyway, what I want to say is that the captain told me the ship was a good sound vessel. She’s made of iron, you know. Very strong.”


“Stronger than Father’s trains?”


“I would say definitely as strong as Father’s steam locomotives.” Abigail sensed a hint of relief work its way into Bertrand’s psyche. “Bertie, the steam engine is very powerful and drives the ship forward much faster than any sailing vessel. The sails are only to help out when the wind is behind us. We are on a good strong ship.”


“Strong enough to beat the storm?”


“Yes, strong enough to beat the storm. Look, why don’t we find a book and read for a while. Would you like that? It will take both our minds off the wind.”


“I’d like that.” A smile grew across Bertrand’s face. Abigail felt her muscles relax and closed her eyes in a moment of quiet relief. Any fear she had been harbouring over the severity of the storm now seemed diluted.


As Bertrand passed across a copy of 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea, he paused in a rare moment of contemplation. “Abi?”


“Yes, my darling.”


“Do you think Frances will be pleased to see us?”


“Why do you ask that?”


“She didn’t much like us in England.”


“I’m sure her new life here with Father will have softened her attitude towards us. Don’t forget, she is your step-mother now so we must be on our best behaviour.”


“She didn’t like us … but I didn’t like her either.”


“Now, now, Bertie, we must be positive.”


“But she says you are a witch.”


“I know, but she is wrong. Her problem is that I stopped going to church. What’s more, she hated the books Mother acquired for me.” Abigail turned over the leather bound copy in her hand. “She said they were against the church and ought to be burned.”


“But she had books.”


“Yes, Bertie, but Frances’ books were all from a religious author. She used to quote from them all the time, if you remember?”


“You talk about the words in your books.”


Abigail opened the novel and drank in the smell of leather and slightly damp paper. “My books are about science. She hates that. She hates, even more, the science fiction novels like this one.” Abigail stroked the open page.


“Well, I like them.” Bertrand held a look of earnest.


“So do I, Bertie, but that doesn’t matter to her. Now, when we arrive I will be keeping my feelings to myself, just to maintain the peace. You should do the same. It will make things easier at home.”


“Very well, Abi. I will.” Bertrand was quick to accept all that Abigail said. Aware of this, she constantly edited her communications with him to avoid triggering inappropriate action.


Before commencing her reading, Abigail gazed once again out the porthole to the turmoil beyond. In truth, she wasn’t at all sure they were safe. She was well aware of the perils the sea held for all travellers. At this time, though, she needed to be strong for Bertrand’s sake. She would never admit her fear to him.


 


Abigail settled the book into her lap and began to read. Bertrand became still and leaned in to listen. This was his favourite story and one that had been visited many times during the voyage. She began reading out loud, adding emphasis to the voices as each character spoke.


Two pages into the chapter, the constant roar outside appeared to change. It developed a high pitched whine, a sound that Abigail found hard to ignore. This grew in intensity until it was necessary to raise her voice to be heard. At this point Abigail stopped to listen. She noticed Bertrand’s eyes growing wider by the second, probably aided by the look of fear she felt creeping across her own face.


This was not a normal situation. As the puzzled look on Abigail’s face grew, a loud rumbling noise overpowered the existing cacophony. As it grew louder, a plunging sensation forced Abigail to grip the edge of the bunk. The ship ceased lurching, now taking on a more serene and ever increasing tilt to the right. Abigail flung her head around to gape through the porthole. All she could see was sky. Dark foreboding sky, offering no clues to explain the change of motion.


The noise as the wave hit was deafening. Slamming into the side of the ship, it lifted the vessel as though it weighed nothing. The sound of splintering wood and scraping metal was barely distinguishable from the roar and hiss of seething water. Everything swung to the right, throwing Abigail to the floor. Bertrand quickly followed, landing squarely on top of her. Abigail screamed as the pair slid towards the inside wall. The porthole was now directly above them, white roiling water the only thing visible. All motion paused, the ship seemingly hanging, suspended in time. The vessel creaked loudly, as if complaining bitterly over the treatment it was receiving. Cries could be heard, faintly cutting through the continual roar. Bertrand gasped for breath, petrified, trying in vain to release his anguish. His stuttering, grunting sounds, instantly lost to the surrounding clamour. Creaking of iron and timber echoed around the cabin as the ship continued to hang in mid-air. After what seemed an impossible length of time the ship began slowly to return to its previous state. Bedding from the bunks slid down the wall to heap against the door. Bertrand rolled away from Abigail, still clutching his chest, desperate to draw enough breath for the inevitable bellow. As the ship righted and began the familiar side to side lurching of the past twenty hours, Abigail dragged herself over to Bertrand’s side. She gently lifted his head to her lap and stroked his forehead. “There, there, my darling, it’s all over now. See, we’re back to normal again.”


“You … you … you said we would be all right. You said we wouldn’t die.”


“Come now, calm down. We aren’t dead are we? See.” Abigail rubbed her hand against his, proving life still held sway. “Come now, calm down. Take a deep breath and try to relax.”


“I … I …”


Abigail put her arm around him as he finally gained the impetus needed to let forth the inevitable wail. Tears formed in her eyes as she held him tight. It was all she could do not to commence bawling herself. Checking her free hand, Abigail realised she was shaking uncontrollably.


The door banged as someone attempted to push in from the corridor outside. Heaped bedding blocked the opening, preventing entry. A second heave was equally unsuccessful. Abigail brushed aside the bedraggled hair from her face and moved to clear the obstruction.


A sailor holding a lantern stood in the corridor, the yellow light revealing a worried look on his face. Despite that, it was a relief to hear his calming voice. “Miss Sergeant, Master Sergeant, are you in there?”


“We are here, sir,” Abigail called, attempting to right herself. “What happened?”


“I’m sorry, miss. We were laid flat when a rogue wave broadsided us. There is considerable damage to the rigging and we’ve lost some cargo, but the ship is sound and we have regained control.”


“My goodness, I wouldn’t want to experience that again.”


“No, miss. Are you and your brother hurt at all?”


“I appear to be uninjured. Bertie, are you hurt?” Abigail turned to her brother, who was gulping in vast amounts of air as he shuddered with every sob.


“I … I don’t want to be here any more.”


She turned back to the sailor. “I’m sorry, sir, he is quite distressed, but he appears to have no injuries.”


“Thank you, miss. If you would kindly remain in your cabin we would like to secure the decks before allowing passengers to stroll about again.”


Abigail felt a ripple of amusement sneak into her mind. She doubted any passenger would be contemplating strolling the decks after this recent incident. More likely they would be cowering in their bunks for the foreseeable future. “Certainly, sir,” she replied with a hint of sarcasm. It was lost on the earnest sailor.


As the ship returned to its lurching and heaving motion, Abigail found herself strangely relieved. The familiarity of the incessant noise and the dark foreboding light seemed to offer solace after the severe treatment of the rogue wave. She busied herself tidying up the mess while Bertrand sat hunched in a corner, whimpering.


Lastly, Abigail returned the scattered selection of books to their place on the small dresser. Carefully straightening out a crumpled page from Jules Verne’s novel, she sat down on the edge of Bertrand’s bunk and turned to face him. “Shall we continue our story?”


“I don’t like it here.”


“I think reading will take our minds off the storm.”


“Will you stay beside me?”


“I will remain here, my darling. You just settle back and I’ll continue reading.”


“I love you, Abi.”


“Oh, Bertie, I love you too. You are so special to me. I will protect you for as long as I am able.” Abigail turned the page, shuffled her position so that she could lean back against the wall, and began reading.


 


Sunlight woke Abigail from her sleep. Filtered through the salt-encrusted window it took on a rather soft quality. For a moment Abigail was disorientated but quickly came to her senses. The sound of men’s voices from the deck outside helped her register where she actually was. The laughter that followed provided welcome relief. Such frivolity had been missing for over two days. Something else helped ease any built up tension. Behind the sailors’ vocalisations, all was quiet. No roar, no creaking. Only the gentle chuff of the steam engine provided any suggestion they were still at sea.


She looked across at Bertrand, sleeping soundly with his mouth wide and his pillow skewed to one side. Oh, how she wanted to head outside and assess the situation. She hung her head. The promise made to remain by Bertie’s side curbed her burning curiosity. It would be terrible for him to wake and find her absent.


Standing quietly, Abigail moved to the tiny desk that sat beneath the porthole. Her journal, pens, and ink bottles had been secured in the locked drawer since the storm had begun. Now, Abigail would be able to update her account of the journey including the terrifying events of yesterday afternoon.


As she sat, a sudden pang of hunger flushed through her. She realised they hadn’t had a proper meal for over two days. Bertrand will be so hungry when he wakes. The realisation seemed to conjure up memories of delicious food and enticing smells. Memories? The aroma seemed so real. It is real. Familiar smells had begun wafting through the ship. Abigail now knew exactly what they were. Breakfast. She beamed. What better way to rouse Bertrand than with the promise of a hearty meal? Gently stroking his brow, Abigail cooed to wake him. The smile as he opened his eyes brought a huge grin to her face.


Following a feast of oatmeal porridge with smoked herring, chipped potatoes and scrambled eggs, Abigail decided to take Bertrand out on deck. Her hunger satisfied, she now needed to satisfy her increasing curiosity over the condition of the ship. The knockdown must have caused significant damage. Breaking noises at the time had furnished proof of that. An investigatory tour would provide much material for Abigail’s journal. She might even be able to speak to Captain Ollsen.


Abigail’s eyes quickly grew accustomed to the severe sunlight that bathed the deck. She was amazed at the sight. Rigging from the centre of the three masts dangled across the funnel. The topmost part of the mast lay to one side, ready to be secured with ropes. Turning to look back, she saw the rear mast completely broken from its mount. The beam had been recovered and neatly secured to the side rail with rope lashings.


Five sailors busied themselves untangling the rigging from around the funnel. Four others sat on the side of a cargo hatch, smoking. They laughed as they relayed stories of previous knockdowns each had supposedly experienced. One in particular was more verbose than the others. Abigail noticed he relayed increasingly ridiculous experiences to gain one-upmanship. This game was obviously played often. None seemed too concerned.


As Abigail and Bertrand moved out into the light, the overbearing sailor looked up. “So, what have we here then?” he called out, loudly. “The gorgeous Miss Sergeant, with her simpleton brother. How did you like the storm, darling?”


Abigail smiled and moved closer to reply. “I could do without that sort of thing, but we are well thank you.”


“Well, I am glad. We wouldn’t want anything to happen to such a lovely young girl as yourself, now, would we?” He turned to acknowledge murmurs of agreement from his fellow sailors.


“Thank you for your concern. It’s most gratifying to know we are in good hands.”


The sailor nudged his closest comrade before continuing. “I’d like you to be in my hands, darling.” He laughed as his mates slapped him on the back.


“I’m flattered, sir, but I’m afraid you are not my type.” Abigail’s smile grew.


“Well, I’m sure you are my type,” the sailor bawled out. “I’m getting off this tub in Fremantle. How about you and I get together and see what we can cook up?” His mates guffawed with laughter, goading him to take the interaction further.


Abigail raised her eyebrows and shook her head gently. “I like a man I can converse with on an equal footing. How is your knowledge of new technologies and industrial progress?”


“I could make industrial progress with you, darling. Just ditch the lunatic and we’ll be set.” He stood as the sailors next to him fell deathly quiet. “Just you and me. I’m looking forward to this.”


Abigail took a step back and pulled Bertrand after her. This had gone far enough. She turned to leave but halted as Bertrand stepped forward.


He was red in the face and shaking. “Just you leave her alone. You shut up. You stop now.” He was stammering and dribble ran down his chin as he yelled.


“Hey, the dummy speaks. Tell us a story, dummy.” The rest of the sailors now moved back, away from their antagonistic mate. “Tell us how good your sister is with the boys. I bet she likes it rough, now, doesn’t she?”


“Stop … stop … you just stop now …” Bertrand began to pant uncontrollably.


Abigail stepped forward and addressed the sailor. “That is enough. I will not have that sort of talk. If you stop now I will speak no more of this incident. If not, I will be forced to report you. Do you hear?” As she spoke, the five sailors who had been disentangling the funnel stopped and stared. Her opponent’s three mates stood, wide eyed.


A barking shout from somewhere behind her made Abigail start. “That man. You there. Stop this instant. What is your name, sailor?” A smartly dressed ship’s officer appeared from behind the open hatchway. “Come on, jump to it, man. What is your name?”


“Seaman Stanley Larkin, sir.” He barked out the response with obvious contempt.


“Larkin. We’ve had trouble with you before, haven’t we?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Consider yourself on report, Larkin. In fact …” The officer paused before beckoning two of the funnel clearing party over. “You men, take Larkin down to the brig. He can spend the time until we reach Fremantle considering the seriousness of his actions. Go.” The officer turned to face Abigail. “I am so sorry, miss. We demand much better behaviour than that from our crew members. Rest assured, you will not be bothered by that man again.”


“Thank you. I would normally handle such matters myself but he started to overstep acceptable boundaries.”


“I understand, miss. Please accept my apologies and allow me to invite you to dine with the captain and officers this evening. We should be glad of some educated female company.”


“I would enjoy that very much, only I have Bertrand to consider.”


“He is welcome too. You’ve both dined with us before, have you not? Shall we say six-thirty for drinks in the officers’ mess?”


“Oh, yes. It will be a pleasure. Thank you.” Abigail regained the grin she had previously lost. It had been four weeks since her last captain’s dinner. She recalled the joy of engaging intelligent men in conversation. She particularly liked the discussions around advanced ship design and what each man thought the future held. What a pleasant way to end a rather taxing voyage. Abigail gazed up at the clear blue sky and smiled. Relocating to the Swan River Colony was going to be good for her.

















Chapter 2





The SS Elderslie arrived at Fremantle Jetty just after lunch the following day. Abigail ensured Bertrand was packed and ready well in advance. He could become quite difficult over the most innocuous of circumstances, so to keep him occupied she allocated him the task of observing activity on deck and reporting back. Sailors had repairs to undertake, passengers had belongings to pack. At least a dozen excited trips back and forth were made before the pair finally stood in line ready to disembark.


Bertrand had been dressed in a grey wool suit and matching cap. Abigail had kept her appearance practical with a green tunic over a white blouse and matching green skirt. She had forgone the bustle, knowing how uncomfortable it could be when riding in a wagon. As Father was to be greeting them she felt such a liberty was reasonable.


Formalities completed, Abigail and Bertrand stepped out onto Australian soil for the first time. Though the sun shone brightly, the air remained cool. Abigail considered this for a second before remembering that July in Australia was actually winter. I could grow to like winters such as this. She shrugged a lace shawl over her shoulders and adjusted her hat.


Minutes later a porter arrived pushing a handcart. “This is the first of your luggage, Miss Sergeant. There are two more loads. Will here be good?”


“Here will be fine, thank you. My family will be here somewhere to greet us.” Abigail scanned the surroundings. It was fascinating. Men wheeled seemingly endless trolley loads of travel chests and wooden crates across to waiting wagons. A family gathered together, the father instructing five children to remain close at all times. Abigail could see that the two boys were paying no attention. She quickly checked Bertrand. He was still by her side. He stood, squinting, mumbling under his breath. He seemed pleased to be off the heaving ship but remained full of trepidation.


Something else caught Abigail’s attention. A different smell. At first she couldn’t ascertain what it was, then she realised. Horses. As she watched the animals pull away with each full wagon, the scent of dung and sweat rekindled memories of home. Memories of sitting alongside Father on their way to market, or to collect Bertrand from his school classes. Father. Where on earth is he?


Abigail peered up and down the street. She could see no sign of Father, or Frances, anywhere. “It doesn’t look as though Father is here yet, Bertie. Shall we wait, or make our own way?”


“Wait.” Bertrand was quick with his decision. Abigail smiled. His answers were not usually well thought through, but they came instantly.


“Then we shall wait here for a while. I suppose if they are running late it would be remiss of us to leave without them.” She sat down on one of their trunks, pulling Bertrand in beside her.


Time dragged. Abigail took to counting women walking past. There were not that many, only six in the last hour. Here, at the end of the overly long wooden jetty, women were apparently an uncommon sight. Two workmen stopped to ascertain whether Abigail required assistance. She gave assurance that their transport would be arriving within minutes. Now, an hour later, she began to regret dismissing help so readily.


The arrival of a constable made her look up. “I’m sorry to intrude, miss, but you ought to be moving off soon. I wouldn’t worry you, but the jetty is no place for a lady after dark. May I be of assistance?”


Abigail stood. “I must confess, constable, your help would be most appreciated. I’ve been expecting my father to collect us. It seems he may have forgotten.”


“Well, let’s see what we can do then shall we? I wouldn’t want to be responsible for leaving you down here at night. Where does your father live?”


“He used to live here in Fremantle but moved to a place called Guildford. Father works for the railway. He said he moved because they were planning to relocate their workshops there.”


“That’s correct, miss. Unpopular move around here, taking away the workshops. But your father will be close to the new site if he lives in Guildford. Good markets there too.”


“Yes, Father said they were excellent.”


The constable cast a look around. “Now, how do we get you there?” He scratched his chin. “The train goes that way but I’m afraid you’ve missed the last service of the day. Would a carriage suffice?”


Abigail smiled and nodded. “Thank you, constable. A carriage would be most welcome.”


The constable held up a hand. His action drew acknowledgement from a rather scruffy man across the street whose subsequent whistle easily cut through the sound of horses clattering past. Such organisation.


“Won’t be long, miss … sorry, I didn’t catch your name?”


“Miss Abigail Sergeant. And this is my brother, Bertrand.”


“Pleased to meet you, Miss Sergeant. I’m Constable Dunning.” He removed his helmet and touched his forelock. Abigail’s smile grew. She liked a man in uniform, and this officer was particularly pleasant.


He returned the smile before striding over to hail the approaching carriage. Abigail gazed after him. He was tall and slight with neatly trimmed black hair. The uniform was unflattering but Abigail was sure there was a handsome man hidden underneath. A second smile from Constable Dunning caught Abigail by surprise. Had he noticed her stare? Maybe he found her alluring? She was tired and had been at sea for a long time, maybe she was mistaken? She had been in Fremantle barely half a day and already men were at the forefront of her mind.


 


To break the discomfort, Abigail glanced back at the jetty. Her attention was drawn to a small wooden shed that sat on the other side of the railway tracks. There, leaning on the shady side of the building, stood the blustering sailor from the SS Elderslie. What was his name again? Larkin, that was it. He appeared to be watching Abigail and Bertrand load their possessions onto the carriage. A slight prickle attacked the back of Abigail’s neck. Larkin was trouble and he had just disembarked in Fremantle. Did he intend to bully Abigail further? She considered mentioning this to Constable Dunning but decided against it. They would be leaving the docks soon and Seaman Larkin would quickly become a distant memory. She paused her thought. What if he follows?


Abigail put the consideration out of her mind and turned back to the loading of the carriage. “So, Constable Dunning,” she asked. “How far is it to Guildford?”


Dunning wedged his helmet under his arm and relaxed his stance. “Well, now, how much do you know of the Swan Colony? Do you know of the river and the valley beyond?”


“I’m afraid I know very little of the region’s geography.” Abigail removed her own hat to prevent the breeze flicking the brim into her face. “There’s a river and a sea port and that is about the limit of my knowledge.”


“Well, miss, it’s a pleasant place to live. Fremantle is the sea port, as you have well experienced. It is positioned beside the mouth of the Swan River. We would like to be able to take ships further up river but the entrance needs dredging before anything like that can happen. On the cards, though, if the politicians can agree.”


“So, is Perth up river from here?”


“That it is, miss. Perth is on the northern banks of the river. Perth is the main business centre for the colony. Further up is Guildford. That is the market centre. A lot of trade is undertaken up there. Not far from there is the new home of the railway workshops. You mentioned your father is involved with the relocation?”


“I believe he’s quite heavily involved with the entire railway. He was brought out here to oversee the connecting of Perth to Albany on the south coast, and to install new locomotives. He used to work for Beyer Peacock, the locomotive builders in England.”


“Well, miss, I’m sure he’s doing a fine job. Pity he couldn’t be here to meet you.”


“He’ll have a good reason, I’m sure.” Abigail glanced at Bertrand. It was more of a check to ensure he wasn’t upset than to confirm his continued presence. She could feel a flush of sadness well up within and was sure the emotion had been noticed. A look at Dunning confirmed her suspicions.


“Are you all right, Miss Sergeant? I must apologise for mentioning your parents’ absence.”


Abigail fought back the tears. She couldn’t allow herself to crack now after such a long journey. They were almost home and she needed to remain strong for Bertrand’s sake. Steeling herself, Abigail continued in a pragmatic tone. “They’re my father and step-mother, actually. My real mother died about five years ago. Father took up with Frances a couple of years later and they were married soon after.”


“Oh, I’m sorry, miss.”


“There’s nothing for you to be sorry about, constable. I’m grateful for your assistance.” She smiled at him. The return look suggested it was probably rare for a Swan River constable to receive such sentiment.


A glint in Dunning’s dark blue eyes forced Abigail to turn away before flushing red with embarrassment. She gazed back towards the jetty. Her forehead creased as she noticed the continued presence of Stanley Larkin. He had moved from the shed, and now stood beside an open cart tethered to a single horse. She sighed with relief as he flung his kit bag onto the rear of the cart. He was finally about to move off after hours of waiting. Yet Abigail was perturbed to find him maintaining a fixed gaze directed towards her. Thinking about it, she felt it was likely a deliberate ploy to intimidate. What a coward. A young woman and her simple brother were no threat to this man.


For a second time Abigail toyed with the idea of mentioning this to Constable Dunning. Allowing herself to appear frail and easily intimidated was definitely not on her agenda, so she gave up the idea and took her attention back to the now fully-loaded carriage.


“There we are, miss,” Dunning called as he opened the half height door. “All loaded and ready to go.” He held out a hand. Abigail obliged in her most ladylike manner, accepting Dunning’s hand as she stepped up. Bertrand muttered something about being perfectly capable and pulled on the handrail to launch himself into the carriage. Overdoing the effort, he landed hard on his knees in between the seats. He began to cry. Rubbing his back, Abigail called out the open window: “Thank you, Constable Dunning. Thank you for everything. I hope our paths cross again soon.”


“I’m sure they will, Miss Abigail. Until then.” Abigail wondered whether the use of her first name was intended merely as a show of friendship, or was it an attempt to suggest something more intimate? She put the thought out of her head. She hadn’t even met up with Father and Frances yet. This was no time to be considering potential romance.


She waved delicately as the carriage pulled away. A last look back revealed two men gazing after her. A police constable, and an angry sailor.

















Chapter 3





The house in Guildford was a great deal grander than Abigail had expected of her father and step-mother. It was sited on a large plot that ran all the way down to the river’s edge. Surrounding it on all sides, the well-kept lawns were dotted with fruit trees. At the bottom of the garden Abigail spotted a small wooden jetty striking out into the river. Does Father have a river boat? This could be fun indeed.


Returning her attention to the house, Abigail wondered why no one had come out to greet them. This was definitely the right address. The name Sergeant, proudly displayed on the letter box by the gate, proved that. Abigail admired the home. Rising two storeys high with dormer windows in the roof, the white painted building shone a warm orange in the light of the setting sun. A flock of arguing rosellas banked in unison overhead, their pink and yellow plumage glistening as they swooped between the trees. Their intense chirruping brought a smile to Abigail’s face. It was a happy sound and a pleasure to listen to after the monotony of the sea.


As the carriage pulled away Abigail reached over and clasped Bertrand’s hand. “Well, my darling, we’re here. No going back now.”


“Can’t go back?” Bertrand’s eyes widened.


“Well, not today anyway. Look at the house, Bertie. Isn’t it grand? Father has done well for himself here.”


“It’s big.”


“It is big. We should be quite comfortable here. I’m sure you will enjoy it.”


“Frances doesn’t like us.”


“I know Frances doesn’t like us, but in a house this size we needn’t have much to do with her. We can keep ourselves to ourselves.”


“Where’s Father?” Bertrand’s overly cautious eyes flicked back and forth, searching.


“I’m sure he’ll be home soon, Bertie. Let’s go and knock.” Abigail pulled Bertrand away from the stacked luggage and up to the front door.


As they approached, the door swung open. Their step-mother stood stock still, a tapestry frame clutched in her left hand. Her lack of a smile did nothing to hide a row of overly large teeth, brilliantly contrasting her shiny jet-black hair. Whether the menacing affect was intended or not, Abigail couldn’t decide. The cold manner, though, was unmistakable.


“Oh, it’s you,” Frances offered as a greeting. “I wasn’t expecting you until Albert arrived home.”


Abigail lowered her eyes. “We waited at the jetty in Fremantle for three hours, then a nice policeman offered to help us with a carriage. We weren’t sure what else to do.”


“You’ve quite a large amount of luggage.” Frances turned her back and moved slowly into the house. “You had better come in then. Albert can fetch the bags when he arrives home.”


With a last look at her precious possessions sitting out in the open on the front lawn, Abigail pressed her hand into the small of Bertrand’s back and pushed him in through the door.


In contrast to the glow of the outside, the interior of the home was fussy and quite dark. Floral wallpaper provided a backdrop for oil paintings, tapestries and ornaments. Every surface overflowed with gathered possessions. At the end of the long hallway Abigail could make out pots hanging on a wooden rack. Probably the kitchen.


The front room exhibited the same fussy decor. Although the setting sun provided a warm glow, the room still seemed dark. Two rather posed photographs held pride of place on the top lid of an upright piano. One was of Frances seated alone, the other included Father, standing behind, top hat clasped beneath his arm. Photographic portraits such as these didn’t come cheap. Father must be earning a good income from the Great Southern railway company.


As Abigail scanned the room, her mouth took on a definite pout and her forehead furrowed with angst. There were no pictures of her or Bertrand anywhere. She knew Father had brought painted canvas portraits of them out to the Swan Colony. Apparently they didn’t go with the decor. Wouldn’t it be great if they could have a photograph taken together? Now that would be something.


Beside the piano sat a sturdy Scotch chest. The top of this chest carried several books held between ornate silver bookends. A large bible sat alongside three other books that Abigail recognised as belonging to Frances. The author, one William Jacobson, was not a favourite of Abigail’s. She had never read his work personally, but had been regaled with compulsory readings on three occasions. The titles, Cleansing the World, The Final Judgement, and The Enlightened Follower, always sounded most austere. Not the sort of reading Abigail would willingly engage in. She found it odd that none of Father’s engineering books were on display. Maybe he kept them in his office?


The seating offered was not the most luxurious Abigail had experienced. Four rather upright chairs with padded seats and wooden backs sat beside the fireplace. Across the room, in the left corner, sat a single leather armchair with an occasional table alongside. A copy of the West Australian newspaper had been positioned on top alongside a pipe and pouch of tobacco. Father’s chair.


A wing-backed armchair covered in floral patterned fabric was positioned in the opposite corner. Alongside this sat a small cloth-covered table. An opened letter sat on top, the signature of William Jacobson plainly visible. Two pin cushions, threads and a large magnifying glass took up the remaining space. Beside this table rested a wooden frame holding a half-finished tapestry. From what Abigail could see of the picture, it was a representation of biblical retribution. Christ seated on a throne was passing a group of smiling souls up to a light filled cloud, while other despondent looking characters were cast down to a fiery darkness. What a pleasant subject for a tapestry.


“We’ll have a cup of tea when your father arrives home,” Frances finally deigned to address the pair. “I have a roast lamb cooking, which we will enjoy for dinner.” She strode over to the small table and nonchalantly slipped Jacobson’s letter into her pocket. “You’ll want to wash up and change, I assume?”


“A wash would be most appreciated,” ventured Abigail. She cast a look at Bertrand. He seemed to have closed himself off to his surroundings and now sat, staring at the floor, rocking gently in his seat. Abigail knew this behaviour was Bertrand’s way of dealing with stressful situations.


Its effect on Frances was immediate. “What’s wrong with him? I assume he’s still demented? Is this his way of saying thank you for having him?” She could be so cutting.


“It’s been a long journey and I’m afraid he is tired. Once he has recovered with a good night’s sleep I’m sure he will be happier.”


“He’d better. I can’t be doing with this sort of carry-on in my home.”


Abigail pursed her lips, fighting back the urge to respond. An argument on her first night would be a poor move indeed. “Come on, Bertie, calm down.” She leaned across to pat his hand. “We have no further travel to undertake. We can relax now. Father will be home shortly and then we can all have a nice cup of tea. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”


Bertrand rocked, staring fixedly at the floor.


Abigail turned to her step-mother. “I must apologise for Bertie’s reaction. He reverts to this behaviour when he’s tired.”


“Just leave him then. If he doesn’t make any noise I will tolerate the jiggling around.” She picked up her tapestry frame and fumbled for a thread. Abigail sat in silence, watching.


Sensing the observation, Frances turned and aimed a pointed stare directly at Abigail. Her black hair shimmered in the last of the sun’s rays. Those piercing blue eyes bored into Abigail’s soul without resistance. “Do you want something?”


“No, not at all. I was wondering if you would like me to help with the tea or dinner?”


“I don’t need any help, thank you. Tomorrow we will discuss your duties. For now, just be quiet and keep the boy away from me.”


“I assure you he’s completely harmless. He wouldn’t hurt a fly.”


“Oh, and I’m supposed to accept the word of a witch, am I?”


Abigail bolted upright. “A witch?”


“Well, you still read those heretical books don’t you? And I would guess you haven’t attended service lately?”


“Those books were presents from my mother. Science is proven fact, and the novels are fiction, just made up stories.”


Frances remained unnervingly calm. “That you read lies from the evil one sends shivers down my spine.”


“I don’t read anything from any ‘evil one’.” Abigail could feel her anger rising. Any more of this goading and she was destined to erupt. Her tensed shoulders and wide eyes must have been a sure sign of impending fury. This wasn’t good.


 


As the door opened, the volatile atmosphere in the room was near breaking point. Another second would have seen Abigail and Frances engaged in a blazing row. The interruption extinguished the tension, like throwing water onto a fire. Albert’s cheery voice broke down any sinews of stress; the hissing of dying flames held at bay for his benefit.


“Well, well, what have we here?” Albert beamed as he took in his two children. “I believe the best son and daughter in the world have finally arrived.”


“Father.” Abigail rose and stood awkwardly beside her chair. Bertrand halted his rocking, glancing sideways at the new arrival. Abigail was quickly reminded where Bertrand’s looks came from. Father was a stout man with a cheery face and receding hairline. The slight hunch was obviously passed down the male side of the family.


“Come now, don’t just stand there.” Albert flung out his arms. “How about a hug for your father? I haven’t seen you in such a long time. Look how much you’ve grown.” As Abigail embraced her father she noticed a second man standing behind him. He was young and his amber eyes caught Abigail off guard. She found it hard to avert her gaze.


Noticing Abigail’s pending embarrassment, Father stood tall and turned to the man. “I am terribly sorry,” he said, smiling widely. “Please allow me to introduce Mr Prentice Sleath. Mr Sleath is a fireman from work. We took a new engine for a run today. It was pretty tiring work so I have asked him to join us for dinner.” Albert took his look to Frances. “I hope that’s all right, my dear?”


Frances glanced at the young man and smiled. “Of course, that is fine with me. I’ve made a large roast lamb dinner, more than enough for all you men.” She took her look from Sleath, across to Albert and finished on a bemused Bertrand. Frances moved to the door, turning to comment before leaving, “I’ll fetch us a cup of tea. Dinner will be in an hour. Welcome home, dear. Mr Sleath, it is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”


Frances disappeared. Albert gestured for Sleath to sit before turning to his children with a beaming smile. “Now, let me get a proper look at you both.” Albert strode over to Bertrand and flung out a welcoming hand. “Bertie, my boy. It’s so good to have you here. My, how grown up you look.” Bertrand rose to shake his father’s hand, his gaze remaining firmly fixed to the floor.


“He’s exceptionally tired,” ventured Abigail.


“I expect it’s all a bit overwhelming for him.” Father turned to Abigail. “Have you been up to your room yet?”


“No. We only arrived about half an hour ago.”


“What kept you? Did Frances have some errands to run on the way home?”


“No. There was no one at the jetty to greet us. We caught a carriage with the help of a nice police constable.”


“What? Frances wasn’t there?” Deep creases grew across Albert’s brow.


Abigail could see where she inherited that particular trait. “I’m afraid not. She did greet us when we arrived here. She said you would be able to bring in our luggage. That is why it is still out on your front lawn.” Abigail noticed Father’s face drop as she spoke. Obviously this was not the original arrangement.


A shuffle from beside the fireplace made both turn. Bertrand had twisted his body in the chair to face the pair. “She doesn’t like us.”


“Come now, Bertie. Don’t be too hasty, and in front of company, too.” Abigail moved in beside him and stroked an errant hair away from his eye.


“She doesn’t like us.” Bertrand wanted this to be acknowledged.


Albert moved over, placing an arm around each of his children. “I can see we have managed to get off to a rocky start. I overheard your discussion as I came in and I’m terribly sorry about that. It may take a day or two for us to become properly acquainted. I’m sure once Frances gets to know you properly she will see reason.”


“She was always scathing of Bertie and I.” Abigail could see this wasn’t going to be easy. “And I am sorry for arguing. This is Frances’ home after all, and I had no right—”


“You had every right, my precious. This is as much your home as mine or Frances’. Let’s get tonight over with and in the morning we’ll sit down as a family and discuss this.”


Abigail smiled. “I would like that very much. It will allow Bertie to get a good night’s sleep too. He is so tired.”


Father squeezed Abigail’s shoulder as he turned to Sleath. “These two have been through quite a lot over the past three days.” He turned to Abigail. “I heard there was a terrible storm. The talk is that your ship was lucky to come through it.”


“I think that may be an exaggeration but it was terrifying nonetheless. We were knocked completely sideways by a freak wave. Terrible damage. Two masts broken and several crates of provisions washed overboard.”


Sleath spoke up for the first time. “That must have been awful?”


Abigail sat upright; telling the story was a great unburdening. “It was awful. Even the crew struggled.”


Albert sat back in his chair and nodded knowingly. “The sea can be a cruel mistress. Tell me, how was Bertie?”


Abigail leaned forward to perch on the edge of her seat, speaking quietly to avoid Bertrand overhearing. “Petrified. He sat in his bunk for two days. I was so worried. Even though I assured him she was a sound vessel, he couldn’t accept it.”


Realising Bertrand may become upset, Father quickly changed the subject. “So, was she a good ship?”


“Oh, yes.” Abigail relaxed into her chair. “The captain showed me around and I was quite impressed. She has a new refrigeration system on board that keeps meat from New Zealand cold on the return journey back to England. The meat remains fresh the whole way. It’s amazing.”


“Did you see it?”


“Yes. And I also got to see the engine working. All that power harnessed in such a way. It was truly impressive.”


The sound of teacups rattling through the door stopped Abigail. Seeing Frances entering, she stood respectfully, positioning herself in front of the chair with her hands clasped behind her back. Despite the cold reception and thwarted argument Abigail had to admit that she was looking forward to dinner. The opportunity to discuss trains and engineering things with Father and one of his staff was enticing. On top of that, the freshly brewed tea smelled divine.
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