
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


OUTBACK LADY

Now what?  Abigail has a lifetime ahead of her.  She is raising three children.  One lady, and two lords.  She is up to the task, but will she have to do it alone?

With her newfound freedom in Australia, she decides to build an estate for herself and her family.  Lord Worthington, her oldest son, will inherit his father’s estates in England.  Her second son, Lord Brentford, will inherit the estate she is building.  Her daughter may find an eminently suitable man here, or perhaps she may prefer to go back to England, where society understands nobility, men are plentiful, and she can easily find someone among her peers.

Abigail’s choices though, are limited, because the men who would advise her feel compelled to protect the delicate woman they believe her to be.  Her determination, her decisions, and her money are her own, and she refuses to allow a man—any man—to keep her from making her dreams a reality.

But as she chips away at her mental lists to realize those dreams, someone, somewhere, has decided the Dowager Countess of Worthington, Lady Abigail, must die.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Abigail gazed at the cobblestone streets that looked so much like those back in England. The smell of the ocean was strong off the bay. But the different tang in the air told her she was not back in her home country.  

Eucalyptus trees were one of a million strange things she had never seen before moving to Australia.  She loved to hear the native Australians say the name with their thick accents, although most referred to the plants as gum trees. She had also been told there were some eight hundred different species, native to Australia.  Some were even rainbow in color, and the trunks peeled back their own bark.  

Even more fascinating were the various birds she saw in their branches.  There seemed to be brightly colored birds in every brilliant in the full spectrum of the rainbow.  They were incredible, nothing like common sparrows, tits, or blackbirds back in England.  They were loud, numerous, and entertaining to watch, sometimes they acted almost human.  Their intelligence showed in everything they did, which was absolutely fascinating.

Parramatta Road went out past the brickyard and market.  As she watched the farmers at the market discuss the merits of sheep, cattle, pigs, and horses, Abigail recalled her forays into the market before she went to the Outback, remembering the excitement of bargaining with the vendors, handling her own money, and buying some of the freshest fruits and vegetables for their table.  She would never have done something like that back in England; it wouldn’t have been allowed.  She turned her fine horse, her escorts on either side turning with her as she headed for the rented house.

It was good to be back in Sydney from her long sojourn into the Outback.  Seeing Melissa again had been nice but surprising, enlightening even.  She had thought to get her back, her first love, but she realized they had both grown older, and apart, with the passage of time.  Melissa, now Mel, was content in her inland kingdom with her wife and children.  Abigail supposed she had grown up too.  

Watching the two women make a life for themselves in this odd land down under, she couldn’t come between them.  Their love was real, it was honest, and while not pure in some people’s eyes, it worked for those two individuals.  She was glad she had done nothing to tear it apart.  Now it was time for her to make a life for herself and her three children.

“Mama,” Agatha said in a small voice from astride her little pony, “will we be going back?”  Her head jerked to point down Parramatta Road.

“Back where, my darling girl?”

“To England?” the little girl asked. She barely remembered the passage they had taken over a year ago.

“No, my dear.  There is nothing there for me, for us, anymore.  We will bring things here for us and make a life here,” she said, gesturing to the odd lands, birds, and even the animals about them, it was quite unlike anything back in England.  “We will search for lands of our own here in Australia and build a home and a life here.”

Agatha frowned, trying to understand all that.  “What about Tante Alinta and Onkel Mel?” she asked, confused.  They were, indeed, two of the most important adults in their lives.

Abigail smiled at the German monikers her child had given her friends, a touch of her deceased husband’s heritage, and her own need to respect her friends.  She couldn’t have her children calling adults by their first names, after all.  “Ah, they are in the far Outback.  We won’t be going that far,” she assured her, looking down the busy street and guiding her mount through the throng of people.  

She thought about the foolish journey she had made with her children into the Outback to see Mel and how arduous it had been.  She hadn’t understood how dangerous it would be, despite being warned, and how easily this land could have taken all their lives.  She also hadn’t realized how large this country was or how far she would have to go to get to Mel’s enormous Outback station.  She looked about the more settled area where they were riding and thought about the people that inhabited this area of the country.  While she appreciated the settlement, she knew she wanted something a little more remote, something less populated than Sydney and some of the surrounding villages.  She wanted rolling hills, land, and a place to keep her horses and to allow her children to grow big and strong. She recalled the land beyond the Nepean River and the lack of settlements there.

Her guards moved up slightly, a couple of them calling to the crowds on the road, “Make way there, make way.”

Lady Agatha looked up from her pony.  “Will Auggie and Mel come with us?”

“Of course,” she answered, making certain her Thoroughbred didn’t outpace the pony too much.  The pony was game, though, and would frequently jog to match its stride, keeping the young lady on her toes to hold the pony in check.

“Do they have to?”

Her daughter’s plaintive tone had Lady Abigail smiling.  Her brothers could be little monsters, but they adored their older sister.  “Yes, they do,” she assured the little girl.  “Someday, you will appreciate your brothers,” she promised.  Or at least Abigail hoped she would.  Abigail wanted her sons to be much better brothers than her own brothers had proven to be.  She wanted her children to share a camaraderie that had been missing for her and her brothers, a love that could never be questioned.  “They will be your most loyal admirers.”

“Admirers?” the girl asked, frowning again as she tried to understand.  She was proving to be an adept pupil, having learned to control her pony well.  Abigail was proud of her progress and wondered when she would have to introduce the young girl to a horse of her own and not merely a pony.  Regardless, it would be a long time before she would trust the girl with a Thoroughbred, such as the one she was riding.

“That’s right,” she told her assuredly.  “They will defend and protect you as only brothers can.”  Her own brothers hadn’t defended her or protected her.  The oldest, Robert, wasn’t willing to help her in the least.  Instead, he had been willing to help himself to her own inheritance from her now deceased husband.  He’d been influenced by their father, whose greedy fingers couldn’t wait to get his hands on Abigail’s inheritance, and Abigail had escaped England with her sons in her belly and a daughter whom she barely knew on her lap.  She enjoyed her daughter now; she was becoming a little someone she loved talking with.

The four guards kept themselves to each corner of the ladies’ ride, making a kind of box, where all who passed had to give way to the ladies and their armed escort.  The prisoners, many transported from England, with their ugly yellow convict suits, the villagers, and the farmers all stared at the lady adorned in the finest of clothing, riding astride a valuable horse instead of side-saddle.  Abigail didn’t care; her skirts were split so she could more easily hold on to the spirited horse.  Only recently had she begun riding about, making herself known since she had returned to the Sydney area.

As they made their way back to their rented house and up the drive, boys ran from the stables behind the house to take the bridles and help the ladies down from their mounts.  Abigail, an experienced horsewoman needed no help, but her daughter took advantage and was thrilled when they twirled her about, shouting, “Weee!” with absolute glee.

“Come, my darling.” Countess Abigail Worthington held out her hand to her daughter, who took it happily, skipping as they walked up onto the porch.

“My lady,” a footman said, looking down as he bowed.  “I’ve mailed all your letters and picked up the mail from the post office.”  He held out the packet.

“More?” she asked, surprised.  It had taken her a week to go through all that had been waiting for her when she returned from Mel Lawrence’s station.  Months of correspondence had been awaiting her return.  The return packet of letters she had penned, had been quite substantial too.  Her hands had cramped from all the writing she had to pen, taking her time not to hurry or to allow her handwriting to suffer.  It wouldn’t do for the Countess of Worthington to have sloppy penmanship.  She had answered queries from her managers and solicitor, and she had sent out many of her own with instructions, questions, and directions.  It had been obvious that they were concerned when she had disappeared into the Outback, despite her letters to them.  Many letters had crossed in the mail because they had to travel around the world.  She only hoped her new letters would reassure them.

“Aye, m’lady,” he told her, pulling at his forelock 

“Thank you,” she said as she took the packet. She tucked it under her arm and held Lady Agatha’s hand as they walked into the house.

“Breakfast, m’lady?” Mrs. Harris asked, pleased to have her there to cook for.  She hadn’t liked being left behind with the other servants, but not everyone could go into the Outback.  From hearing the stories from the guards and maids, she was glad not to have gone on that long and dangerous journey.  The maids had told horrific tales of the things they had had to do without, describing the dust, bugs, strange animals, and long trek they endured.  They had been gone a long time.  Whatever had happened, all of those men and women were changed forever.  It appeared that the countess was too.

“Has Leesa fed the boys?” Lady Abigail asked as she stopped in a room they had set aside with a wash basin, she put down the packet to wash her hands and face, so she could wash her daughter’s hands and face too and glanced to the screen they set in a corner to hide the commode.

“Aye,” Mrs. Harris told her.  “They ate in me kitchen not a half an hour ago.”

“Good,” she said, acknowledging the information.  “I’ll want to speak to some of the men after breakfast.  I’ll want some stable boys who know the lay of the land.”

“Mr. Clarence can choose what boys you need,” she told her, recommending the coachman who had come with them from England.

She nodded, finishing up and picking up her packet.

“Mama, can I have toast and eggs?” Agatha asked, looking at the long table in the dining room that was set for the two of them.

“You can, my darling,” her mother agreed, helping her get into her chair and to dish up her plate from the sideboard where the dishes were laid out.  Two of the servers exchanged looks, not used to the independence of this lady who would do their jobs.

Abigail served herself, choosing eggs, toast, bacon, and some delicious fruit.  She wasn’t certain what the different fruits were that were available here in Australia, but Mrs. Harris had been adding them to their diet, assured by the vendors at the market, where she tried them herself before serving them to the household.  Abigail was enjoying the different flavors because she had tried some previously when they’d first arrived and she’d bought some of them herself.  She grinned, thinking back to those escapades.  Many were unavailable in the Outback, but then, they had other odd dishes and fruits.

Abigail went through the packet as she ate, talking to Agatha, who had a delightful take on what they had seen that morning on their ride.  The trees along the way were full of birds and other animals, all unusual to them.  They were grateful when one of the guards, a villager, or someone shared the animal names and a few things about them.

At the end of her meal, Mrs. Fredericks, the boys’ former nursemaid, now their governess, towed both boys in to say good morning to their mother.  Abigail put down her mail and devoted time to the growing boys, who also made a beeline for their older sister.  Seeing the young girl’s annoyance, she suggested that Agatha seek out Bonnie, another nursemaid also made a governess, she had brought with her from England.  “If you can’t find Bonnie, look for Mrs. Fredericks,” she advised the little girl as she ran off.  She’d kept on the former wet-nurse as an additional governess to her children, the servant’s own son, Joseph allowed to join in with the young lords and lady as a companion to them.  With three young children, she wanted them well looked after.  Glancing at the men-at-arms disguised as footman at her front door, she mentally added, and protected.

“And how are you, my fine young gentlemen?” she asked her sons, who had tall tales to tell her, and she listened earnestly, as though it were of great importance.  

Abigail was devoted to her sons.  They were twins.  Augustus, named for her deceased husband, was the Earl of Worthington.  She had named her second-born son Melbourne Robert, after the famous Australian earl. She had purchased the Earldom of Brentford for him.  Auggie and Mel, as she called them, were becoming a handful and she was glad she’d had the foresight to keep on their nursemaids, make them governesses, and keep valuable and trained servants in this foreign land

After a considerable amount of time had passed and she had given the boys her undivided attention, she noticed the maids clearing the table.  She passed the boys off to Mrs. Fredericks, who she knew was nervous about her position here in the household now that her wet-nurse duties were no longer necessary to the young earls.  She had thought to train her to be the housekeeper, as she noted Mrs. Harris was becoming more and more busy in the kitchen and couldn’t do both.  Thinking of that, she halted the woman from leaving.

“Mrs. Fredericks?” she asked the woman who was gathering the boys and the toys they had in their fat little fingers.

“Yes, my lady?” she asked as she made certain the boys didn’t leave anything behind.

“I would like you to start training to becoming my housekeeper.  Do you think you are up to that position?”

Surprised, the woman blinked.  Recovering herself, she nodded most heartily.  “Yes, ma’am, I do believe I am.”

“Good, start with doing the little things and anything you may need to learn from the other servants and what you’ve observed in other households.  We’ll discuss it more as you begin to take over the duties, and perhaps by the time I have a regular house,” she gestured at the rental they were living in, “you’ll officially be the housekeeper, with a corresponding pay?”

Giving her ladyship a curtsy, the older woman beamed.  “Yes, my lady.”  She gathered the boys once more by the hand and then added a heartfelt, “Thank you.”

Content with that duty taken care of, Abigail looked to gathering her papers.

“Ma’am?” a head poked around the corner of the dining room as she rose with her packet of letters.

“Clarence!” she said delightedly, pleased to see her coachman.  “Come with me,” she said, indicating the way to the library, where she kept her office.  It hadn’t been used very much because she’d been gone most of the year to visit Mel Lawrence.  When she had sat down at the desk and indicated that the coachman could sit down across from her, she began, “I am looking for a man by the name of Shamus O’Grady.  He is an Irishman and a builder, and I would like to hire him if he can be found.  He built my friends’ homes in the Outback,” she gestured to the far-off hills beyond Sydney, “and I’d like to talk to him about building me a home here in Australia.”

“Then we are definitely staying, ma’am?”

“We are,” she confirmed, knowing that the servants must have speculated since she had returned from the Outback, but she was planning on making this huge island her home.  Maybe not with Mel, as she had originally thought, but she would build a home here.  Someday her second son, Lord Brentford would inherit it from her.  Her oldest would inherit the estates back in England that she had saved for him and there would be nothing for her second son that she didn’t provide for him.  She’d out-maneuvered her father who would have taken it all for himself and gambled away every last bit of it.  Her mind had thought it out on the long journey she had made from the Outback, and she knew her destiny was here in Australia. She wondered, would she find happiness?  Would she, like Mel, find a mate?  

“I’d also like to send a man to Mr. Hanneman to renew the rental on this house,” she continued, writing a quick note on her stationary.  “I should probably see Mr. Saunders,” she murmured as she wrote.

“Mr. Hanneman will be relieved to hear from you, m’lady,” he assured her.  “He was most diligent on checking on the house while you were gone.”

She glanced up.  “Diligent?”

“I don’t think he thought you would come back.  He was concerned about getting paid.”

She had instructed her solicitor, Mr. Saunders to make the payments on the house, and she glanced around the room, wondering what the property manager was about.  “Did Mr. Saunders come around?” she asked casually.

“Aye, once or twice, but not nearly as often as Mr. Hanneman.”

She thought about that for a moment before finishing up her note.  She lit a candle, waited for the wax to drip on the edge of the note, and pressed her ring into the hot wax to seal it.  After she blew out the candle, she addressed it as Clarence waited patiently.  

She’d written to her solicitor here in Australia, here in Sydney, upon her return.  She made sure to write to Mel—telling of her safe arrival back in civilization.  Those had gone out, along with many others, in a large packet.  Many of them had gone overseas.  One went to Sir Boardman, who handled her estates in England.  She’d also written to Sir Boardman, who managed her estates in England; to Mr. Cherwin, the manager of her mills; to Mr. Elmswood, the manager of her breeding farms; and to others she had business with.  Glancing through the new packet, she guessed that some of the questions and answers she had sent would pass in the mail and laughed at this occurrence, but it couldn’t be helped.  Sometimes, the same letter was sent twice, at least a week apart, in case the first got lost on the way.  It was a common enough procedure, something she herself had done on many an occasion.

“Here you go,” she said, handing him the missive.  “Everything okay with the horses?”

“Aye, everything is fine, m’lady,” he assured her.  He liked that she had inspected those few horses she had brought with her from England.  He took good care of them, her coach, her carriage, and even the lads she’d had him bring.  They’d all had a good time of it while she was traveling into the interior, with not much to do, but now that she was back, he was eager to prove that her trust wasn’t misplaced.

She dismissed him, smiling as she looked about the house.  It didn’t need her, and she was restless, anxious to get started on her plans.  She was ever so pleased when she sat on the porch, enjoying the beautiful Sydney weather and the passersby she could see down her long drive on the street.  She saw a coach turn into the drive and she was there to greet Mr. Saunders as he was let out of his hired coach.

“Lady Worthington,” he said by way of greeting, sweeping the top hat from his head, bowing slightly, and then, looking up quickly, he added, “er ... Countess.”

“It’s okay, Mr. Saunders,” she said, smiling.  “You may call me either.  Both are not necessary.  Although, technically I am the Dowager Countess of Worthington,” she added, thoughtfully, “and my daughter is Lady Worthington until Auggie marries.”

He shook his head as he climbed the steps to her porch.  The various titles and ways of the British aristocracy were a far cry from Sydney and it’s simpler social structure.  Although other ladies had moved to Australia before, they were still rare and cause for people to gossip and stare.

“I received your letter ...” he began, trying to get right down to business.

“Please, sit down.” She gestured to the other chair, and seeing Mrs. Harris, she ordered, “Bring us something cool to drink?”  At the cook’s nod she turned back to her guest.

“I thank you for that,” he said, using his handkerchief to mop his brow.  “It’s going to be a hot one.”

She could have told him what hot really was after being in the Outback, but she didn’t want to open the conversation to an admonishment, something she found that people liked to do.  Especially men who felt they must instruct the weaker sex, women who were unable to make decisions without a man.  Most men weren’t used to a woman being able to do what she wanted when she wanted.  She knew the conversation she was about to have with Mr. Saunders was going to be a struggle.

After the cook brought a tray filled with glasses of a cool, fruity concoction, cookies, and biscuits, they settled their pleasantries and she began. “Mr. Saunders, I am concerned that Mr. Hanneman has been coming around this rental and checking on my servants.”

“He has?” he asked, astonished.  “Why in the world ...?” 

“I have no idea, but I do not wish to see the man unless it is on business.  Can you make my displeasure known?”

“I most certainly will ...” he blustered, angry on his client’s behalf.  Having a countess for a client had raised his own prestige in the Sydney community and brought him new business.  Although few had met the countess, the fact that she was in Sydney and trusted him with her affairs raised his standing.

“I would like to renew the lease for another year, but I will look elsewhere if it’s necessary,” she warned, both of them understanding her threat was real and the solicitor realizing that Hanneman would have to be put in his place for his presumption.

“Furthermore, I am looking to buy land,” she continued, going down a mental list she had made, her plans kept in her head and not on paper.  She didn’t want anyone to know what she was about to do.  Some would try to stop her.  Some would try to beat her to it.  Many would misconstrue what a woman of her stature might be doing.

“What kind of land?” he asked, wondering if Hanneman would know of some that he could acquire for this client of theirs.  He would, of course, let the man know that he was not to approach the countess under any circumstances.  All transactions would now go through his office; he would handle anything for her.

She told him of her needs.  She wanted property near Sydney but not in the city limits, but she didn’t tell him why, much to his silent exasperation.  “Then, I would be interested in land further out, beyond Parramatta.”  She recalled the rolling hills out beyond the Nepean River and mentally smiled at how beautiful it had all been.  “Something nearer to the Blue Mountains.”

“Are you looking to buy a home there?” he inquired considerately, wondering at the investment in land here in Australia when she had vast estates in England.  He had, of course, inquired with contacts in England about his client’s holdings.  She’d also sent him letters from the Outback to handle a few minor things for her while she was away visiting her friend.  He found it odd that a lady of her stature had traveled so far into the Outback for a visit.  She’d been gone quite a while, and he had speculated that she might stay there.

She shook her head.  “No, I was thinking something bigger.  Perhaps a station?” she told him for size, hoping he wouldn’t ask too many questions where she would have to hedge.  She didn’t like to lie, but she would to protect her plans, her children, and her intentions.

“There aren’t many established stations near the Blue Mountains,” he assured her, trying to remember the gossip he had heard.  “Although, they would be primitive.”

Remembering the rich lands she’d traveled through, her eyes gleamed at the idea of owning that raw land.  “Then the land should be cheap since it hasn’t been developed.  I’ll be looking for available land,” she reiterated.

“Perhaps if you told me what these endeavors were for?  I’d be able to find you more suitable ...” he began, trying to rephase things so she would tell him what she was doing.  He hadn’t missed the vagueness of her inquiries.

“These are different uses, different transactions,” she told him but would elaborate no further.  She could see the solicitor’s frustration building, but she would be telling him nothing more.  She needed neither his opinion nor his censure to spend the vast funds available to her as the Countess of Worthington.  

She was merely a caregiver of most of the funds on behalf of her eldest son, so she felt it prudent to invest judiciously.  She had given suggestions and orders on the estates back in England to Sir Boardman.  While she was in charge of her son’s inheritance, she had her daughter and other son to provide for.  The funds she used down here in Australia would be her own and to the benefit of them all.  Her daughter Agatha would have a decent dowry so she would be able to attract some of the finest men of the realm.  That meant she would most likely go back to England, and Abigail wasn’t certain how she felt about that.  She had only begun to really know her daughter this past year and was beginning to find her quite fascinating.  

Her youngest son, the Earl of Brentford, would certainly not be going back to England since there was no estate there for him.  She would not have him living on the whims of her eldest son, the heir to the Worthington estates.  Instead, she would plan to leave him whatever holdings she managed to build and acquire here in Australia.  His earldom was in name only; no estates had come with the title she had purchased for the babe.  Both her sons were earls, and while one was certain to be quite wealthy, the other would be what they made of his fortune.  Regardless, she intended them both to have fine names, be well-regarded from their own endeavors and not merely from what they inherited.

“I will see what men I can find to show you lands that may suit, but I warn you how primitive it may be, going out to the Outback and seeing ...” he began going on about the lands she so carelessly spoke of nearer to the Blue Mountains.

“Mr. Saunders, I don’t think you realize how primitive it was on my journey into the Outback.  I know what I am doing, I assure you,” she told him tactfully.  She knew he would worry about losing her patronage, but that he also felt it was his duty, as a man and as her solicitor, to protect her and her monies from acting foolishly.  Unknowing of what exactly she wanted these lands for, he would put obstacles in her way.

As they concluded their business, he tendered her a dinner invitation, trying to draw her into society in Sydney.  He and his wife would be the envy of everyone they knew if they managed to get the countess into their home.  While it was known he had handled business dealings for her, the reality of actually meeting a genuine lady of the realm would go much further to garner prestige in their small social circle.

“I have just returned,” she told him graciously as she rose and offered her hand.  “I thank you for the invitation and look forward to a future dinner with you both.”  While she hadn’t accepted the invitation, the offer of a future acceptance thrilled him.  He kissed the back of her hand, bowing over it to do so, before taking his leave.

Abigail watched him leave, unsatisfied with the meeting.  He wasn’t enthusiastic about acquiring the lands for her, but only because she hadn’t told him her plans.  It was none of his business!  While she would use his services if she could, she might have to find another solicitor if he didn’t cooperate.  She knew she would create a scandal if she wasn’t careful since women didn’t conduct business.  However, she had ideas she wanted to execute and needed men to handle things for her.  If her solicitor wasn’t willing to cooperate, she’d find someone who was.  Unable to move forward on her plans for land, she went inside to get her household in order.

Going upstairs to her room, Brodie, her personal maid, came forward and helped her out of her riding habit.  Abigail knew it was quite scandalous of her not only to eat in the outfit but to have received her solicitor in it.  She should have changed as soon as she arrived back at the house, but she and Agatha had both been hungry.  She hadn’t been willing to delay their meal for a change of clothing.  She thought about the customs and mores of England and how scandalous she was behaving.  This was a new land; perhaps it was time for new rules.

Wearing a day dress, she looked critically at the outfits in her walk-in closet, knowing her clothes were already out of date.  One of her many letters had been to Mrs. Waters, Mel’s unlikely business partner.  Mel had purchased a share of the business by buying a building and providing the ability for the seamstress to expand, and Abigail hoped to find such businesses herself to invest in.  Abigail saw no reason not to use Mrs. Waters services as they both knew Mel had originally been Melissa.  She had no intention of discussing that with the woman as she would never know if or when her servants were listening.  She was still amazed that Brodie hadn’t figured out what Mel meant to her or that the rugged man was actually a woman.  None of the servants had questioned that she visited with her friend Mel, instead of Melissa who she had originally traveled to see.

Over the next few days, she met with Mrs. Waters.  She didn’t have to go to the woman’s Sydney location; because of Abigail’s status, the woman came to her.  Mrs. Waters took her measurements and looked through Abigail’s outfits—some of them were years old and still looked brand-new—and discussed the fashions she would need here in Sydney.  Mrs. Waters left with a rather large order from her ladyship, pleased with her association and the recommendation from Mel Lawrence, her silent and absent business partner.  That relationship had been most profitable as she expanded her business.  She now had a dozen seamstresses working full time in her shop and more on consignment, and her creations were in demand by the wealthy and up-and-coming of Sydney.

Of all of the many letters she had written, the arrival of her banker, Mr. Duncan, was most welcome.  They went over her finances, the letters she had written from the Outback, and his and her communications with Sir Boardman, who handled her affairs in England.  She explained she would be making some rather substantial purchases in Sydney, told him some of the lands she would be looking for, and asked him to keep an eye out for such investments, but she didn’t tell him the reasons for her interest nor her plans.  She did mention she wasn’t happy with how Mr. Saunders’ attitude had chafed over her acquisition of land here in Australia.  She knew she was shocking Mr. Duncan by taking an active role in her business affairs.  Women simply didn’t do that.  Most had husbands, brothers, or fathers to handle their money for them.

“I do know of some lands that may come available from time to time,” he told her, heeding her implied warning.  He knew, with the funds available to the lady, she could well afford any mistakes the solicitor might think she was making.  “I’ll be happy to help you acquire more lands,” he said happily as he accommodated one of his largest depositors.  Her friendship with the owners of both Lawrence Station and Twin Station made her continued patronage with the bank of paramount importance.  Their deposits in his bank were quite substantial and none of them spent very much of them beyond operating expenses.  Her purchases and his help in acquiring could only endear him, his bank, and his services to her ladyship.  

“I would also appreciate a recommendation for an architect as I would like to have some buildings—a home—built, eventually,” she added.

Mr. Duncan smiled.  It would be easy to introduce her to some of the fine men who had not only worked out their servitude to the Crown but the few who had relocated from England to establish their firms here in Australia.
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CHAPTER TWO
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One of her letters, one to John MacArthur, the owner of an estate called Camden Park, netted her an invitation to a garden party on his estate, and she gladly accepted.  She met his daughter Elizabeth, a few years younger than herself, and well sought after.  This opened a can of worms.  With both Elizabeth and John introducing her into Sydney society, she was soon inundated with invitations.  She accepted as many as she could, especially once Mrs. Waters began supplying her with new wardrobe items.  Even her older dresses, freshly made in London but hardly worn, were out of date by British fashions, still they were a delightful surprise in Sydney.

It was Elizabeth MacArthur who introduced her to Elliott Evergreen at one of the dinner parties they went to.  An odd sounding name, but a most valuable resource once she got to know him.

“I ‘eard of ya of course, m’lady,” he said, doffing his hat to her as he bowed.  “I is friends with Dougal Frazier.”

Dougal Frazier had been the man who took them out to Lawrence Station.  He had kept them alive during the long trip, despite their complete ignorance of the Outback and its ways.  While he had been uncouth, rude, and a bit of a savage, he had done the job—and been paid well for it. After he got them to their destination alive and unharmed, he immediately turned around and headed back to civilization.

“Mr. Frazier is an amazing man,” Abigail understated.  Even if he had been a taskmaster, she couldn’t fault him for the job he had done.  “I understand you’ve done a bit of exploring yourself,” she said, her eyes sparkling at Elizabeth, who shared her enthusiasm about the land here in Australia.  “I am hoping you might help me locate some land I’m looking for.”

He perked up at the compliment and then listened intently as she told him what kind of lands she was looking for.

“Aye, thems Blue Mountains are a draw,” he agreed.  “You’ll find some right fine land up close to them.  Not many have realized how valuable it will be someday.”

“Would you consent to take me out there so I could see for myself?  We only traveled on current roads with Mr. Frazier, and we were in a bit of a hurry.”  She remembered the trip well, something she would never forget.  It was also something she would never care to repeat. The trip to Mel’s station, something that would provide her stories and memories for a lifetime.  Some of the places she had seen on the way, however, remained with her, some of the land something she would like to obtain for herself and her children.
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