
[image: Cover Image]


COPYRIGHT

Published by Hachette Digital

ISBN: 9781405528924

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 1996 by Heather Graves

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

Hachette Digital
Little, Brown Book Group
100 Victoria Embankment
London, EC4Y 0DY

www.hachette.co.uk


For Chris and Nat, for Dot
 and for the ladies of Brixham Writers.
 My love and thanks to you all.



Prologue


Elizabeth dismounted and looked down to see what was happening in the creek. There were her two boys, one tall and fair as the other was small and dark, wrestling with each other, waist-deep in the water. Entertained by the spectacle, a dozen or so Aboriginal men and women stood watching and cheering them on, shadow-boxing as they encouraged the boys to fight.

‘Pax, Hamie. Time to give up. Stop now before you get hurt.’ Callum stood away from his younger brother, raising his hands shoulder-high in a plea for peace. He was trying to smile and be reasonable but Elizabeth knew he would be furious with Hamish for showing him up in front of the natives, local Aborigines who had come to do the MacGregors the favour of washing their sheep. Still only twelve years old, Callum liked to maintain his dignity. The sheep, forced into the pens arranged to channel them into the water, were milling around, anxious to avoid a dunking if they could. Bleating their complaints, they were falling over each other and getting stuck in the clay on the bank of the creek. Both the MacGregor boys were soaked to the skin and covered in mud but still Hamish refused to give up.

‘I’ll show you, Callum MacGregor!’ his voice fluted high and ready to break with emotion. ‘I can wash sheep just as well as you – I can so!’

‘Mother left me in charge here, Hamie, and I’m telling you – no. You almost drowned that ewe and held up the line for ten minutes while I had to swim for it and rescue her.’

‘It’s not my fault. She kicked me and I had to let her go.’

‘I know, Hamie.’ Callum took a deep breath, doing his best to hold his temper and let his brother down lightly. ‘And this time there’s no harm done. But you’re not strong enough to hold a full-grown ewe – not yet. Maybe next year when you’re a bit older. When you’re eight.’

‘I don’t want to wait until I’m eight and all grown up. I want to do it now.’

‘Go on home, Hamie. You’re wasting everyone’s time.’ Callum looked up, relieved to see his mother standing on the bank of the creek. ‘You tell him, Mother. He won’t listen to me.’

‘No! No! No!’ Hamish cried, splashing water about in his temper. Abdicating responsibility, Callum shrugged and turned his back until Hamish launched himself at him again. Five years the elder and a good deal stronger, Callum held the smaller boy at arm’s length while he called out to his mother, asking for support.

‘Please, Mother, will you get him out of here? Tell him to stop bothering us and get on home.’

‘Come along, Hamie.’ Elizabeth spoke kindly, sympathising with the little boy’s disappointment. She lifted her skirts and picked her way to the water’s edge, holding out her hand, ready to haul him out of the water. ‘Shall we go home now and let Callum get on with his work?’

‘No!’

‘D’you know, Mrs Hallam was baking when I left home and I saw her taking an upside down apple cake out of the oven. If we go quickly, you can be first to taste it.’

‘No. I don’t care about Mrs Hallam or her mouldy old cake.’

‘Now, Hamie, that’s quite enough! Come out of the water at once and lets go home.’

‘No-oo!’ the boy howled, shaking himself like a dog, mud and water flying in all directions. ‘It’s always the same. Callum can do as he wants and I can’t. Why are you always on his side?’

‘I’m not on anyone’s side. This may be a game for you but for Callum it’s hard work. He is the eldest and has to shoulder a lot of responsibility now that your …’ and she hesitated, furious with the tears that suddenly pricked at the back of her eyes. Even now, after twelve months and more, she found it hard to speak of her husband’s death. ‘Now that your father can’t be here with us any more.’

‘And that’s his fault as well!’ Hamish jerked his head at his brother, unwilling to be pacified. ‘My daddy would still be alive and with us today if it wasn’t for Callum.’

‘Now stop that, Hamish! Stop it at once. I won’t have you saying such a thing.’ The familiar lump of pain was lodged in Elizabeth’s throat, making her speak more sharply to the boy than she had intended. ‘Wash that mud from your clothes and get out of the water at once. We’re going home.’

Insensitive to his mother’s distress, Hamish gave in with bad grace. Stubborn and single-minded as only a small boy can be, he made his last bid to stay.

‘Can I sit on the bank and watch them, then? I won’t move a muscle. I promise I’ll be as good as gold.’

‘No!’ Elizabeth said through gritted teeth.

‘It’s not fair.’ The boy’s face crumpled into sullen lines. Scuffling water in front of him, he waded from the creek and allowed his mother to hoist him into her saddle. From the safety of this position, he glared at Callum who was already regrouping the natives, preparing to wash the sheep. ‘Just you wait, Callum MacGregor! I’ll get even one day. One day when I’m old and grown up like you. I’ll take away the person you love most in the world – you see if I don’t.’

‘Hamish!’ Elizabeth stared at him, shocked to see such a look of venom on a childish face. ‘You musn’t say that, not even in fun. You know you don’t mean it.’

‘But I do mean it, Mother.’ He looked down at her from the saddle, his eyes hard and blue – giving her a glimpse of the ruthless, handsome man he would grow up to be. ‘I mean every word of it.’



Chapter One


The storm was over; gone as quickly as it had arisen. Maggi could hear the crew laughing and making jokes again, mocking each other’s fear as the winds died down and they unfurled the sails to allow the Sally Lee to steady herself and resume her regular forward motion through the waves. A modern three-masted clipper, she was designed to carry passengers from England to the Australian gold fields in record time. But fast as she might be, she was hampered on this journey by severe overcrowding, particularly in steerage. Storms were always worse for the passengers, confined to their quarters and trapped between decks, as water seeped through the hatches and they could only imagine what must be happening above. The winds had been deafening, screaming like the furies as they tore at ropes and sails, while the sea kept pounding the decks and making the ship shudder as she struggled to the top of one mountainous wave only to corkscrew down into the trough of another.

Now it was over, those who prided themselves on being ‘good sailors’ set about making a late lunch, poking fun at the ones whose faces were still green. But now the hatches had been reopened to let in some light and fresh air, most people were eager to get out; to settle their upset stomachs by taking a turn on the deck.

‘Courage, Mam,’ Maggi whispered, tucking her mother more securely into the narrow bunk. ‘The doctor will be here soon. I sent Tully to fetch him as soon as they opened the hatches. He’ll not be long.’

‘Sing for me, Maggi,’ Shona whispered, her face pale and strained. ‘It’ll help us to pass the time.’

‘Oh, Mam, I don’t feel like it. An’ what if Da …?’

‘Never mind your da. If I can’t have what I want in my labour, when can I?’ The woman was breathless from talking at the same time as dealing with pain. ‘Sing for me, Maggi. You have such a lovely voice. So much younger and stronger than mine.’

‘Your voice is still beautiful, Mam, and true as it ever was.’

‘But I want much more for you, Maggie’ Shona’s voice was suddenly stronger. ‘Much more than bein’ poor an’ buskin’ for pennies. Why else would I go against your father’s wishes an’ teach you to sing?’

‘Please, don’t try to talk, Mam. You should be savin’ your strength for your labours.’

Shona winced, shaking her head. ‘I carry a dream, Maggi. A dream that one day my daughter will be famous. She will be up there on the stage, singin’ before the crowned heads of Europe –’

‘But that’s all it can ever be – only a dream.’

‘No. You must believe in yourself, Marigold. Believe in your gift as I do. Only then can you make it happen. Sing to me now – sing me my favourite – The Black Velvet Band.’

Maggi began, hesitantly at first in these gloomy surroundings, her voice swelling and becoming more confident as she reached the end of the second verse.

‘… And her hair it hung down to her shoulders and tied with a black velvet band …’

One by one people stopped talking and listened, surprised to hear such a strong and melodious voice, coming from a slip of a girl. At the same time, they realised she was singing to comfort her mother so they didn’t applaud or otherwise intrude. Maggi sang softly, hoping that wherever her father was up on deck, he wouldn’t hear her. It was an old argument and one which had gone on for as long as she could remember.

‘No daughter of mine is to sing in public,’ he’d say, a stubborn twist to his lips. ‘No daughter of mine shall go beggin’ for pennies.’

‘Then perhaps you’d explain to me, Da,’ always she had the same question ready in return, ‘why that should be worse than friskin’ a man an’ robbin’ him of his purse?’ She knew the jibe would hit home. Dermot McDiarmit was an accomplished thief.

‘Better that than making a spectacle of yourself!’ He growled. ‘You stick out like a sore thumb as it is wi’ that mop o’ red hair.’

That too, hit home. He knew his daughter was sensitive about her hair and it was all the more unfair to tease her as it was a legacy from his side of the family. His own curls which once had shone with a similar flame, were now faded to a dull sand, liberally sprinkled with grey.

These family arguments always upset her mother so Maggi made every effort to keep the peace but there were times when Dermot and his petty tyranny were too much to bear. Sparks would fly between them then, making everyone else run for cover as their tempers raged out of control. Maggi was fighting for the chance to make a name for herself; to sing before an audience other than her family and close friends. Dermot, as a horse trader and sometime thief, preferred to go about his business quietly, moving on before his face became too well-known. This went for his family as well. Shona’s ambitions for their daughter had long been a bone of contention between them.

Maggi paused in her singing to hug her mother close, supporting her as the ship gave a last sickening lurch. Plates and cooking utensils rattled and people laughed nervously, grabbing them to stop them slipping away.

Shona squeezed her eyes shut, the colour leaving her face as yet another contraction took hold of her, stronger than the earlier ones. She held Maggi’s hands for the duration, grunting against the pain and sighing as it subsided, leaving her weak, sweating and gasping for air. Maggi’s experience of childbirth was limited but it needed no expert to see that Shona was in for a hard time. Giving birth would be tough for a woman of forty under the best of conditions, let alone on a crowded clipper and crossing the uncertain waters of the Southern Indian Ocean. She felt useless too, not knowing how to help her mother or what to do.

The contractions were coming more frequently now and Shona’s face became a mask of suffering as she struggled for control, refusing to give in and scream against the pain which was like a ball of fire against her spine. Maggi knew that if help didn’t come, and soon, the baby might never be born and her mother would die. Already at a low ebb because of seasickness, poor diet and the enervating heat of the tropics, she had no strength left to bring this baby into the world. Fortunately so far there had been no serious outbreaks of disease. All the same, Shona was ill-prepared for the ordeal ahead.

Since leaving Fremantle, where she had docked only long enough to fill her water barrels and take on supplies, the Sally Lee had been subjected to the worst weather the Southern Ocean could offer. She had fought her way through a succession of storms and high seas which went on for days. Small children and infants had sickened and died. Only now was there some respite as the ship turned the heel of the most westerly tip of Australia and continued on the last leg of her journey, sailing towards the great Australian Bight.

Below decks on the Sally Lee, the quarters were far from comfortable. The ship was carrying more passengers than the owners had planned. Conditions were cramped and unwholesome for anybody, let alone a woman in the last stages of childbirth. There was no privacy and, in the wake of the heavy seas, the air was foul with the stench of vomit and human excrement. The latter could have been avoided were it not for the false modesty of some of the female passengers. Had they been willing to go above and deposit their wastes on the deck as the captain instructed, the problem might not have been so severe. Instead, most women preferred to cower below, relieving themselves in dark corners, allowing urine and excrement to filter into the bilges.

Cleaner and sweeter than most vessels when she set out from Liverpool, the Sally now smelled liked an open latrine. She would do well to travel much further without an outbreak of typhoid, cholera or some other fatal disease.

Maggi looked up, hearing someone return from the upper decks, relieved to see it was her brother, Tully, not accompanied by the doctor as she’d hoped but bringing a welcome breath of sea air which clung to his hair and his clothes.

‘Where is he? The doctor?’ Maggi mouthed, frowning at him.

‘He won’t come,’ the boy whispered.

‘Why not? Didn’t you say it was urgent?’ Maggi ran her hands through her matted hair, tugging it in her anxiety. ‘Dammit all, Tully. Do I have to do everythin’ for meself?’

‘Hold on, sis. I’d have gone on my knees and begged the man an’ I thought it would do any good. But he’s a bastard. He just laughed an’ said he had better things to do than bring another tinker’s brat into the world.’

‘Oh, did he now?’ Maggi spoke softly but her eyes were bright with bitterness. ‘He was drunk, I suppose?’

‘He had been drinking, yes. I smelled it on his breath.’

‘And speaking of drink, what’s happened to Da? He’s another one never here when he’s needed.’

‘Don’t be too hard on him, Mags. He can’t help it,’ the boy muttered, his gaze flickering towards his mother whose swollen form was scarcely contained by the narrow bunk. ‘I think he’s scared.’

‘Oh? An’ you think I’m not?’ Maggi hissed through clenched teeth. ‘I dunno what I’m doing neither! But trust men to stand up for each other no matter what. God curse the lot of you!’

‘Maggi.’ Her mother’s voice was little more than a croak. ‘Maggi, my love, don’t curse them so. Have a care for your own soul.’

‘Oh, Mama.’ Maggi blinked away tears. ‘If the good of my soul depends on holdin’ me temper, I must be damned a thousand times already. It’s just – I can’t bear to see you hurtin’ this way an no one to help you.’

‘Hush, my love. Lean a bit closer, will ye? I’ve somethin’ to tell you, I don‘t want Tully to hear.’

‘Mam, don’t –’

‘No, listen. It’s the baby. I think he’s dead.’

‘No!’ ‘Fear clenched Maggi’s stomach. ‘You can’t know that, Mam. Not for sure.’

‘But it’s been a long time – too long – since I felt him kick.’

‘Ah, it’s only because you’re so tired. The baby is, too. He’s jus’ sleepin’ a bit.’

‘No.’ This time Shona had no time to prepare herself for the contraction which took hold of her body and twisted it in grasp of iron. She gave a low growl of anguish, more animal than human. Horrified, her children could only watch, waiting for it to leave her. At last she fell back on her sweat-soaked pillows, panting and shivering with exhaustion.

‘That’s it. I’ve had enough.’ Maggi stood up and stretched, stiff from her awkward position crouched beside the bed. ‘You stay with her, Tully. I won’t be long.’

‘Where are you going?’ the boy whispered, hardly daring to look at his mother, lying so still on the bed. ‘I won’t know what to do. What if the baby comes an’ you’re not here?’

‘He won’t.’ Maggi picked up her old grey shawl and wrapped it around her shoulders. ‘This baby’s not going to be born – not without a doctor to bring him. Jus’ make sure she knows you’re here and give her your hands to hold if the pain is bad. I’m going to fetch Doctor Parker. I’ll make him come, if I have to drag him down here by his miserable scrap of a beard!’

Doctor Parker wasn’t difficult to find. He was exactly where Maggi expected him to be, seated in comfort on one of the upper decks, holding court to his friends. By now a watery-looking sun had emerged from behind the clouds and the swell of the sea had subsided, making it pleasant to be out on deck in the open air although Maggi scarcely took any note of this, having other things on her mind. On the upper deck it was like another world; one very different from the gloom and misery of steerage. Here everyone looked healthy, well-fed and in holiday mood. While most of the ladies were still in their cabins, their children were out in the care of pale-faced nursemaids, shouting and playing as children will. The menfolk were gathered in groups, turning their faces to the breeze or watching the activities of the crew, some high in the rigging, working on ropes and sails, checking the damage caused by the latest storm.

Squaring her shoulders and holding her head high, Maggi slipped past the steward and made her way to that part of the deck reserved for the cabin passengers. The captain, wanting all his passengers to remain healthy and benefit from the fresh air, had decreed that the deck of the ship was for everyone but by unspoken agreement most people kept to that part of the deck nearest their own accommodation. Steerage passengers were to remain in the stern, leaving the rest of the ship to the cabin passengers. Nor were young girls expected to wander about on their own. Maggi received some sharp looks from one or two of the nursemaids.

The doctor and his friends were seated in comfort, their faces turned to the sun, laughing, and passing a bottle of whisky between them. Even as Maggi watched, Parker paused to light an enormous cigar and she knew he wouldn’t take kindly to being disturbed. She waited, leaning against the mast to gather her thoughts, wondering how to succeed where Tully had failed. She pulled her shawl more closely about her shoulders, not looking forward to the usual teasing a party of drinking men will offer a lone girl.

‘Doctor Parker!’ she called.

‘Yes?’ The man turned immediately at the sound of a woman’s voice, his smile fading when he saw it was only Maggi. ‘What is it, girl? You can see that I’m busy.’

Very busy getting drunk, she thought, but she knew better than to say so aloud. ‘You are the ship’s doctor, are you not?’

‘Indeed. But I can’t be available twenty-four hours in the day.’

‘Sir, my mother is sick. She’s been in her labour for hours now an’ is needin’ a doctor’s care. Please, if you’d just take a look – jus’ show me how best to help her.’

‘Great heavens, girl. Aren’t there women enough to deal with it? There are midwives and nurses aboard. Where’s Mrs Plackett? Ask her.’ He turned away, dismissing her with a wave of his hand. ‘I’m rushed off my feet as it is without bringing babes into the world – as if, in these crowded conditions, we needed more.’ He raised his eyebrows, glancing at his friends to enlist their support. They chuckled obediently. ‘And who’s going to pay? You look as if you can scarcely afford your passage, let alone my expensive professional services.’

‘You have been paid by the ship’s owners already, sir. And handsomely enough by the cut of your cloth.’ Maggi broke off, biting her lip. She would never get him to help if she angered him. More was to be gained by treating the doctor with respect, much as it went against the grain. So she took a deep breath and started again. ‘Please sir, I beg of you, will you come? My mother is desperate sick an’ can’t birth this child.’

‘How’s that?’ Parker looked at her directly at last, peering at her over his spectacles. ‘I thought you gypsy women dropped babies easily as rabbits beneath a hedge? There’s no mystery about childbirth. It’s meant to be natural as breathing – you women make far too much of it. Go and look for some old dame to attend her. And keep to your own quarters in future. Don’t bring the stink of steerage up here on deck.’

Maggi’s stomach curdled with rage and she wanted to rake his face with her nails but she knew she must curb her temper and persist for her mother’s sake.

‘Sir, I’m sorry you feel this way because you leave me no choice. I’ll go at once to Captain Carpenter and tell him I found you too drunk to come to our aid.’

‘Now, now, Missy, no need for that.’ The man’s attitude altered at once. Everyone knew Captain Carpenter was one of the old school, fair-minded and just to all the souls in his charge, not only the cabin passengers. Parker rose to his feet, staggering only a little as he pushed himself from his chair. ‘Well, if it’s urgent, as you say – better take a look.’

As he picked up his bag and swayed past her, Maggi smelled the whisky, sour and heavy on his breath, making her wonder if she was doing the right thing. Was it wise to force a man who had been drinking to attend her mother? But his medical skills were needed and there was nobody else.

‘Farewell, good compadres.’ The doctor saluted his friends, burping gently. ‘I go but I shall return. Don’t break out another bottle ’til I do.’

Tully came running to meet his sister as soon as he saw her descending the ladder, followed by Doctor Parker.

‘Thank God you’re here,’ he said. ‘The pains are gettin’ much worse an’ I’m afeared she won’t last.’

Parker grunted and would have missed his footing on the last few rungs of the ladder if Maggi hadn’t reached out to steady him. He peered into the smoky air and the gloom of steerage and fished in his pocket to pull out a large brown handkerchief which he clapped to his nose. When possible, he avoided coming down into steerage where the acrid smells always took him by surprise.

Following Maggi, he squeezed through the narrow gap between the dining tables to make his way to the cramped dormitory where her mother lay.

The cabin was empty apart from a small group of women huddled together under an oil lamp on the far side of the room. They exchanged meaningful glances, nudging each other as the doctor passed. Maggi could expect no help from these girls. They were entertainers, bound for the bars and dance halls of Melbourne, largely ignored by respectable women aboard the Sally Lee. Secretly, Maggi admired them and envied their lifestyle, fascinated by the glitter of their fake jewellery and flamboyant clothes.

Parker didn’t speak to Shona or make any attempt to reassure her before flinging back the bedcovers to reveal her lying in a pool of sweat and broken waters. Apart from the swollen hump of her belly, she was painfully and pathetically thin, her face a mask of pain. Muttering to himself, he frowned, prodding her in order to feel the position of the child. Shona gasped and let out a low moan of distress as he examined her more intimately and Maggi glared at him, silently urging him to be more gentle. Over the doctor’s shoulder, she caught sight of Tully, white to the lips and ready to faint at the sight of his mother’s pain. This was no place for a lad of fifteen.

‘Tully,’ she snapped, speaking sharply to get his attention, ‘Don’t stand there lollygaggin’ an’ gapin’ like a fish. Go up on deck an’ look for our Da. Tell him he’d better come at once if he wants to see … No! Jus’ tell him we need him.’

Glad to be given something useful to do, Tully loped away, his bare feet making no sound on the wooden boards of the deck.

Parker leaned forward to speak to Maggi, talking over her mother’s head.

‘I can’t be sure of course but I suspect the infant is dead. No heartbeat. If we crush the head, the corpse will be that much easier to remove.’ And without waiting for Maggi’s reply, he began delving in his bag to bring out the instruments he needed, muttering about the dangers of having to work in such a poor light.

‘Please, sir,’ Maggi whispered, ‘do you have to do this? Sure an’ it’s a terrible thing to murder an unborn child.’

‘But necessary if you want the woman to live.’ The doctor was growing impatient with Maggi and her scruples. ‘I’ve told you, I’m almost certain the child is dead. Of course, if you won’t take my advice, there’s no more to be said. It makes no difference to me.’ And he shrugged, turning his back and beginning to repack his instruments.

‘Wait. Give me a moment, please’ Maggi licked lips that were suddenly dry. ‘Mam – Mam, did you hear what the doctor said? He says – he says he must –’

Shona nodded and groaned, too exhausted to protest. Maggi’s stomach lurched again when she saw the powerful forceps the doctor would use.

‘Please,’ she continued to stay his hands ‘don’t you have some poppy juice? Some potion to dull the pain?’

‘Not at this end of the journey – no, I don’t.’ He shook his head, refusing to meet her gaze. She didn’t believe him but there was no point in arguing further as Shona was seized by another powerful contraction.

Mercifully, the struggle was brief. The child was born dead and the afterbirth followed almost immediately. Maggi closed her eyes and breathed a long sigh of relief. The worst was over now and her mother would live. Quickly, while the doctor was packing his bag and Shona lay white-faced and exhausted, her eyes closed, Maggi wrapped the infant in the blood-stained linen from the bed. He was a boy – the baby boy they had looked for and expected – whole and almost perfect. She could have thought him asleep but for the bluish tinge to his skin and the skull caved in at the back like a broken egg.

The doctor snapped his bag shut, impatient to leave. Maggi wanted to ask him how to go on from here, to ensure her mother’s full recovery but he would give no her more time.

‘There now.’ he wagged a finger at Maggi. ‘Never let it be said I wouldn’t attend.’ And with his handkerchief once more protecting his face, he hurried away. Maggi was left to do the best she could with no medical knowledge apart from folklore and a few old wives’ tales she’d picked up along the way. To be as clean as possible would make a good start. She fetched a bowl of fresh water, spooning a little through her mother’s cracked, dry lips and, ignoring the rule that it was to be used solely for drinking, used the remainder to wash her mother’s face and sponge the bloodstains from her body, still tender and bleeding from the doctor’s rough treatment. She could only hope that such bleeding was normal and would soon stop. She rolled up the rest of the bed linen, soiled beyond hope of washing, meaning to cast it overboard later, when it was dark. She had no fresh linen to replace it but the sheets from her own bed.

‘Maggi,’ Shona opened her eyes and struggled to raise herself into a sitting position. ‘The baby? Was it a boy?’

She nodded, unable to speak for the lump of misery lodged in her throat.

‘Please. Let me see him.’

‘No, Mam, don’t,’ she whispered. ‘It’ll do you no good. Rest quiet now an I’ll make you a dish o’ tea to recover your strength.’

‘That baby was part of me, Maggi. I have to see him, just for a moment – to say goodbye.’ Grim with determination, Shona struggled to her elbows and Maggi saw it would do more harm than good to deny her. Normally peace-loving and uncomplaining, her mother could be just as stubborn if she wanted to be. Carefully, Maggi unwrapped the dead baby and gave him to Shona who received him, folding him into her embrace, crooning and rocking him as if he were a living child. It was only when her eyes closed and she fell into an exhausted slumber that Maggi lifted the child from her arms.

‘You’re such a good girl, Maggi,’ Shona whispered. ‘Good and kind. Promise me … promise me you’ll look after Tully and your – da if – if I don’t –’

‘Never say it, Mam. Nothing’s going to happen to you. I won’t let it.’

‘Look after Tully. An’ don’t let your father teach him the thievin’. He’s a good boy. I don’t want him learnin’ bad ways.’

‘No, Mam,’ Maggi bit her lip, concentrating on tucking the bedclothes more closely around her mother and looking away to hide the expression in her eyes. How could she tell Shona it was herself and not Tully who had inherited her father’s knack of picking pockets without getting caught? She who had been his inseparable companion ever since she could walk. There was a time when she had adored the rakish, handsome man who was her father and thought he could do no wrong. It was only now as she grew into womanhood that she fully understood the weaknesses in his character and the flaws in his reasoning.

Not born to privilege but in the shadow of it, Dermot was convinced that the world owed him a living and he should not be obliged to work for it. This was why he was obsessed with the idea of searching for gold, confident that he would be lucky and stumble on a fortune, becoming rich overnight.

Dermot’s father was the steward of a great house. The old man lavished as much care and affection on the place as if it were his own. As indeed it might have been, so infrequently did the English milord who owned it choose to visit his lands in Ireland. Dermot could never speak of his father without a sneer, mocking the old man’s loyalty to the house and its absent master.

‘Misguided old fool,’ he would say. ‘Devoting his life to a house he can never own.’

In his younger days, Dermot had been employed as a groom on the estate. But he soon discovered a way to supplement the modest income he received, by allowing his lordship’s finest Arab stallion to service a local mare. One mistake might have been forgiven but when further enquiries revealed that the Arab had serviced half the mares in the district, Dermot was evicted from the stables and turned from his father’s door.

‘You’ve placed me in an impossible situation,’ his father said. ‘The whole village is laughing at me. You will leave here, Dermot, and you need not return until you have learned to be humble and mend your ways.’

Stubborn to a fault and refusing to bend the knee to anyone, Dermot vowed to prove he was a better man than his father by amassing a fortune before he returned. It was taking a very long time to do so. With only a sketchy education, no trade and no useful knowledge of anything other than horseflesh, he had to scrape an income by living off his wits. He travelled, going from place to place buying promising colts and selling them at a profit. Maggi wasn’t sure when or how he met her mother – both parents tended to be secretive about this. She knew only that it had something to do with her mother’s musical talents; the only serious disagreements they had were over Shona’s music and singing. Liberal in his thinking most of the time, Dermot refused to permit his wife to make money from singing, leading Maggi to wonder if he were jealous of her abilities. Sometimes, grudgingly, he would let her sing before family and close friends. Even then he would sit hunched over his beer, his expression dark with disapproval as he waited for her to finish. And when she sang with Maggi, the similar voices blending in harmony, he could take no pleasure in it.

Even in hard times, when the famine brought hardship and misery to most of rural Ireland, large sums of money changed hands at horse fairs. It was here that Dermot found another way to supplement his income. He became a pickpocket, engaging his small daughter as his accomplice, pretending at first that it was a new game.

So Maggi learned to keep secrets from both her parents. Her father must never find out that her voice had been trained far beyond the level of singing for pleasure, nor was her mother to know she was a skilful thief, able to pick a man’s pockets while smiling into his eyes.

‘Be sure of the character of your man before you approach him, girl,’ Dermot warned. ‘And if he’s nervous, patting his pockets, leave him alone. For sure he will have a fat purse but he’ll squeal like a stuck pig if you take it. An’ another thing – never take from a man unless he looks like he can afford it. The other sort always fetch the constable an’ make a fuss.’

Before long, stealing became second nature to Maggi. When she was small she did it to please Dermot and for the praise and treats which would always follow. Later it became commonplace; a way of adding to the family’s meagre resources. It didn’t seem wrong to lighten the pockets of wealthy men while most of the poor people she knew were dying of starvation. Dermot lost no time in telling her the story of Robin Hood, drawing similarities between the lives of the merry men and their own. She didn’t care about the money; that wasn’t important. Her father’s approval was. So it was Maggi who went to work, stealing enough for the four of them to buy passage from Dublin to Liverpool. There, Dermot would have applied for an assisted passage but he wasn’t sure how far the authorities might delve into his background. So he and his daughter went to work on pockets again and soon they had enough to buy the cheapest passage to Australia.

Roused from her thoughts by a sound she thought to be water dripping from above, she looked up to see if it might be seeping on to Shona’s bed. But the boards were dry. With a sinking feeling she realised the sounds were coming from the bed itself where her mother lay swooning and half-conscious, barely alive. Gingerly, she pulled back the covers in time to see a fresh flow of blood pulse from her mother’s torn body to form a spreading stain on the sheets. Stifling her panic, she looked up, hoping to catch the eye of someone, anyone who might be able to help her. Unfortunately, most of the married women, the ones with families who might have known what to do, were making the most of the fine weather and taking a turn on the deck. Only the dancers remained, crowded around their table at the far end of the room, playing cards for money and chatting amongst themselves.

‘Oh, please,’ she called out to them. ‘Won’t somebody help me? My mother’s bleeding again and I don’t know what to do.’

Most of the girls ignored her, pretending they didn’t hear, except the tall girl who was their ringleader. She stood up and elbowed the others out of her way, rolling up her sleeves as she came.

‘Bitches,’ she said without rancour, grinning at Maggi. ‘Still bleedin’, is she? Well, don’t panic yet. Might not be as bad as you think. Out of the way, pet, an’ lets take a look.’

Maggi vacated her place at once, relieved that someone else was willing to take charge and warming to the girl whose accent revealed she was Irish, too. By no means beautiful with her well-scrubbed face, she nevertheless moved with the natural grace of a dancer. Maggi liked her immediately.

‘The name’s Peggy. Peg Riley,’ the girl said. ‘Can’t say I’m much of a nurse but I know what to do when women lose babies. This bleedin’ will have to be stopped or your mam’s goin’ to die.’

Maggi blinked. While she appreciated the girl’s frankness, the news still came as a shock. ‘The doctor – Doctor Parker:’ She glanced vaguely towards the ladder. ‘Shall I go up an get him again?’

‘Never mind him,’ Peggy waved the suggestion aside. ‘I’d say he’s done quite enough damage already.’ All the while she was talking she had been reaching under her skirt and tearing her petticoat into strips. It was a mass of lacy white frills, lovely enough to wear as a dress, Maggi thought, but the girl didn’t seem to care. She went on tearing it into strips to make rags. Deftly, she showed Maggi how to roll them into pads and use them to staunch the bleeding. At the same time she took the pillows from under Shona’s head and placed them beneath her feet until she was lying flat on the bed, legs raised to discourage the flow of the blood.

For a moment Shona opened her eyes, smiling as her gaze rested on Maggi. ‘Don’t look so frightened, Maggi I’ll be all right in a while. It’s just – I’m so tired.’

‘Don’t worry, Mam. It’ll stop soon. You’ll be all right.’ Biting her lips to hold back the tears, Maggi watched as her mother’s face seemed to shrivel and drain of colour, her breathing becoming so shallow it was hard to be sure if her chest was moving or not. ‘Oh, please God, let her live,’ she whispered. ‘I promise I’ll never lose me temper again.’ She clung to Peggy’s hand, relying on the older girl for support.

At last it appeared that the bleeding had stopped. For the moment the crisis seemed to be over. Peg detached herself from Maggi and went to get some of the blankets from her own bunk which she tucked around Shona, saying she was probably in shock and ought to be warm.

‘She’ll be all right now, won’t she?’ Maggi insisted. ‘She’s just worn out, needin’ her rest. A good sleep an’ she’ll wake up feeling so much better –’

‘I hope so. But I still think you should be prepared for the worst.’

Both girls looked up, hearing a disturbance at the top of the ladder. Maggi recognised her father’s voice, loud with panic and irritation.

‘Get out o’ me way, then, an’ let me get down. Draggin’ a man away from his pals. Birthin’ is women’s work for God’s sake, what do you expect me to do?’

Maggi glared at the man who came stamping towards them, making no effort to be quiet. He seemed to fill the room with his bluff presence, untidy hair on end, boots thumping on the bare planks of the deck. Isn’t it just like him, Maggi thought, to look so hale, so hearty and untouched, with the rest of us worn to a frazzle an’ worried sick? Tully was following a few steps behind his father, a hang-dog expression on his face.

‘See?’ Dermot looked over his shoulder, ready to rubbish his son’s fears. ‘What did I tell you? It’s quiet enough now. Fool of a boy. Didn’ I say there was no need for alarm?’

‘Will you be quiet, Da? Keep your voice down.’ Maggi pressed a finger to her lips to silence him. ‘Can’t you see Mam’s exhausted after her labours an needin’ her rest?’

‘Why send for me then, if I’m to be in the way? An’ what eejit invited that tosspot of a doctor to visit me wife?’

As his eyes became accustomed to the gloom he saw his daughter wasn’t alone. Another girl was standing beside her, arms folded and with a wry look on her face. ‘An’ what’s that one doin’ here? Dammit all, Maggi. How many times must I tell you? I want you to have nothing to do wi’ those dance hall girls.’

Peggy shrugged, not in the least put out by Dermot or his rudeness. Placing her hands on her hips, she stretched her back, giving him a direct, assessing look. It was a deliberately provocative gesture and meant to insult him rather than rouse his interest. She held his gaze for a moment and then she relaxed, grinning at Maggi.

‘Chin up, kid,’ she said before sauntering slowly back to her friends, hips swaying.

‘Look at that. Brazen harlot!’ Dermot snarled, his eyes still on the girl’s rear in retreat.

‘She is not,’ Maggi felt bound to defend her new friend. ‘Peg’s a dancer, not one of that sort.’

‘What would you know? An innocent, wet behind the ears. Dancers! Theatricals! I’ve no time for such folk.’

‘Well, I should have been in trouble enough without her. She’s the only one who would help. Ah, how could you, Da? How could you be so rude to her? She’s given Mam the blankets from her own bed. It’s all very fine for you to come down here creatin’ havoc now. Where were you when we needed you?’

‘What do you expect me to do? Birthin’ is women’s work.’ Dermot held fast to the only argument he knew.

The girl returned to her companions, responding to their quips and raised eyebrows with a shrug and a smile. Aware that Dermot was still watching her, she poured water into a bowl and stripped off to her corset, leaving her shoulders bare as she prepared to wash.

‘Washing in public. Shameless!’ said Dermot, glaring at Peggy through narrowed eyes. All the same it was several moments before he returned his attention to his wife and family, rubbing his hands together and smiling. ‘How did it all go, then? Where’s the new babby?’

‘Finally.’ Maggi glared at him. ‘I was wonderin’ when you’d get round to askin’. Too exhausted and emotionally drained to spare him, she pointed to the bloodstained bundle which she had placed beneath the bed. ‘There lies your son – what remains of him.’

‘Ah, no. God save us all.’ Dermot’s shoulders slumped and the colour left his face so suddenly, Maggi was afraid he was going to collapse. Immediately, she felt a pang of remorse, wishing she’d taken the time to break the news more gently. ‘That murderin’ swine of a doctor! He’s killed my child.’

‘No, he didn’t.’ Maggi was in no mood for Dermot or his melodrama. ‘The baby was dead already. Mam said so herself.’

‘And you. You’re as much to blame.’ Dermot stabbed an accusing finger at her. ‘You should’ve let nature take its course.’

‘Don’t you be tellin’ me what I should an’ shouldn’t have done. An’ if you’re lookin’ for someone to blame – look no further than yourself. You’re the one got her pregnant, not me!’

‘You’ve a sharp an’ wicked tongue in your head, girl. Button your lip unless you want to feel the flat o’ me hand.’ Her father’s temper was rising to match her own. ‘Too cheeky, y’are. Too full of yourself by far.’

‘Go on, then. Hit me, why don’t you? That’s all a coward like you is good for –’

Seeing the argument was about to develop into a full-scale war, Tully tried to break it up by placing himself between them. ‘Please, Da. Maggi don’t know what she’s sayin’. Leave her alone.’

Without taking his eyes from her, Dermot shoved his son roughly out of the way. ‘You stay out of this, Tully. This is between her an’ me.’ And he glared at his favourite child, breathing heavily. ‘Since when do you set yourself up in judgement? Who are you to question God’s will in sendin’ your mother an’ me a child?’

‘God’s will, is it? Cheap whisky more like. Look at him, Da. Take a look at your son. That’s your own flesh an’ blood lyin’ there an’ you can’t even mourn him. Heartless, that’s what y’are. You’ve not even asked about Mam, sick as she is an near dyin’…’

‘Ah, no. No!’ Only now realising the seriousness of Shona’s condition, Dermot started running his fingers through his hair, tugging it in his concern. ‘She can’t be sick as all that. She never had no trouble birthin’ her babies before.’

‘You really don’t know, do you? Did you never wonder why there were only the two of us, Tully an’ me? Mam lost three babies at least that she never told you about. “Your Da has enough to worry him.” That’s what she said.’

‘But why, Maggi? Why did she never tell me?’

‘So this baby was precious to her – her last hope. She didn’t think to have any more.’

‘I know – I know.’

‘But you don’t know, Da. Mam’s goin’ to be heartbroken over the loss of this baby. But you don’t give a damn, do you? Long as you can get to the bloody gold fields on time.’

‘Stop it, Maggi. You know I don’t like to hear a woman swear –’

‘You call that swearing? I’ve not even started yet.’

‘Maggi!’ It was Shona, calling from the bed in a voice so weak it was no more than a rasping whisper. This time it was Maggi who pushed Dermot out of the way, leaning close to hear what her mother said. ‘Maggi, I’ll not have you fight with your father – not over me.’

‘But, Mam –’

‘No, Maggi. I love you, all of you, an’ I can’t bear it. Lyin’ here listenin’ to you tryin’ to wound each other, fightin’ amongst yourselves.’

‘Oh, Mam, I’m sorry. But sometimes he makes me so mad I could scream.’

‘An’ you know why, don’t you? Because you’re so much alike.’

‘I hope not, Mam. I don’t like to think so.’

‘Maggi, I want you to make me a promise –’

The girl frowned, biting her lip and hoping the promise wouldn’t be too hard to keep. ‘Promise me you’ll go on with your singing? You’re to practise every day without fail – every one of the exercises I taught you. Your voice must fly up an’ down the scales, flexible an’ true. Because one day I know, I jus’ know you’ll be up there on the stage, in a real theatre, like I said.’

‘Oh, Mam.’

‘Yes. Not standin’ up on the back of a wagon like I did, singin’ for pennies at horse fairs. Promise me, Maggi.’

‘Oh, Mam.’

‘Promise me.’

‘All right. I’ll do my best.’

‘And never give up?’

‘Never give up.’ She kissed her mother’s forehead, alarmed to discover how cold and clammy it felt beneath her lips.

Dermot seized her by the arm as soon as she turned from her mother’s bedside. ‘What was it? What did she say?’

‘Nothing, Da.’ Maggi sighed. ‘Jus’ women’s talk.’

‘Tell me what she said.’ He was grasping her so tightly she thought he would leave a bruise, his fingers pressing into her flesh.

‘Let me go.’ She spoke softly but through gritted teeth. ‘I used to love you, Da. Time was when I thought you were the most wonderful person in the world an’ I was the luckiest girl to have you for my da. But not any more. Oh, no, not any more.’ And having started on the long list of her resentments, she found herself unable to stop. ‘You never – ever – think of anyone but yourself. How many times have you told us your story? How your father turned you out to make your own way in the world. And now you expect the world and everyone in it to pay. It’s always what you want – what you need. Did you ever stop to ask yourself if Mam wants the same? No. All you can see is the gold dust shinin’ in your eyes. So we have to pack up and leave. Never mind poor Mam, sick with the mornin’ sickness an five months gone with a child.’

‘Now you hold it, young lady. You hold it right there.’ Dermot’s eyes glittered. ‘I took desperate measures for desperate times, girl. You saw how it was with the famine. What should I have done? Stayed in Ireland, watching you starve and die on me one by one? Ah, no.’ He made a gesture of impatience. ‘Why should I explain meself to a child, like you.’

‘I’m not a child any more, Da. I’m nearly eighteen years old.’

He ignored the remark. ‘Your mam knew of the risks and accepted them. She was more than ready to leave.’

‘Oh, it’s easy to say that now. Now she’s lyin’ there half-dead an’ can’t speak for herself. But that wouldn’t matter to you, would it, Da?’

‘Shut your mouth, you little bitch!’ Dermot raised his hand high, intending to hit her this time. It would be the first time, if he did, but she had never pushed him so far. She felt as if a devil sat on her shoulder, egging her on, as she stared into the once handsome face, the fine eyes now hidden in folds of flesh, the network of veins on his nose; evidence of his fondness for liquor and the good things of life. It was Tully who spoke first, calling their attention to the still figure on the bed.

‘Will ye stop it! Stop it, the pair of ye. Can’t ye see that she’s dead?’ Trembling with shock, he stared down at his mother whose face had settled into a bloodless calm, the eyes closed and sunken in their sockets. Quietly, while they had been quarrelling, Shona had breathed her last.

Tully and Maggi stood back, holding on to each other for comfort and support, undone by the rare sight of their father in tears. While Maggi had released some of her own tension by whaling into him, calling him heartless and insensitive, these same faults in him had been her shield against the rest of the world. Dermot McDiarmit, her cheerful, indestructible father. Could this weeping wreck be the same man who outfaced policemen, threw punches over imagined slights and could fight two men at the same time? It was strange, somehow frightening, to see him brought low. Her intention had been to make him face up to his responsibilities, yes. But not to destroy him so utterly, he’d fall apart. Tears sprang to her own eyes as she watched her father fight a battle with his emotions and lose. His face worked and his lips turned down like a child’s as the tears streamed from his eyes and rolled down his cheeks, soaking into his grizzled beard. His grief was all the more terrible to watch as he made no sound.



Chapter Two


Shona’s funeral was conducted the following morning, under grey skies and in haste. The priest did his best to be kind and offer the bereaved family what comfort he could but he had been seasick for most of the journey; his own resources were low. Clutching the ship’s rail for support, he was rocked by a blast of wind which snatched away his words as soon as he uttered them and chilled Maggi’s tears as they formed in her eyes.

After five minutes of trying to hold on to her composure, Maggi gave up the struggle and wept openly, grieving for her mother and this grim ending to her life. It ought not to be like this. Shona deserved so much more; a respectable burial and a place to lie in the ground. Once Maggi started to weep in earnest she couldn’t stop. Huge tears rolled from her eyes which she wiped away with the fringe of her old grey shawl. No one offered her the comfort of a handkerchief. Grimfaced in his determination not to join her, Dermot stood straight-backed, legs astride, with his hands clenched at his sides. Beside him, Tully copied his father’s stance. One or two passengers stopped and the men took off their hats as a mark of respect for the funeral but most people found it easier to pass by and ignore it. Maybe they feared that if they paid too much attention, the hand of death might stretch towards one of their own.

The priest mumbled his final benediction and gave the signal for the bodies to be lowered into the water. Without a coffin, in only a winding sheet for protection, they disappeared beneath the surface so quickly that Maggi feared they might have been fed to some voracious creature waiting beneath the surfaces of the waves. Had they been closer to their destination, she would have insisted that the bodies be taken ashore, to be buried in a churchyard in a grave she could tend. She needed time to come to come to terms with her loss. They all did. It seemed so callous, so unfeeling, to cast their loved ones adrift and sail on.

Several ladies swooped on Maggi, to kiss her and murmur condolences, when the service was over.

‘So very sorry, my dear.’

‘Poor motherless child.’

‘And if there’s anything, anything I can do …’

‘If you need any help, my dear, you have only to ask.’

Maggi submitted to their embraces, wanting nothing from these women whose offers of help were as meaningless as their kisses. Where were you when I needed you? she wanted to shout. When you could have done some good? What use is your help to me, now they’re both dead?

At this latter stage of the journey, funerals were commonplace aboard the Sally Lee. On an extended sea voyage such as this, only the sturdy would arrive. The old and the very young were always at risk, often unable to survive on the poor fare.

During the long stretch across the Indian Ocean, the preserved meat had turned rotten and the last of the raisins mildewed and had to be thrown away. It was necessary to make do with a spartan diet of dried peas and rice, supplemented by ship’s biscuits so hard they could loosen the teeth. Sometimes the seamen captured a seabird or two to supplement this meagre fare and one day there were great celebrations when a dolphin was caught. In spite of her father’s ridicule, Maggi went hungry rather than eat any of it. She couldn’t forget how it had leaped and played, entertaining the ship’s company and trusting the sailors who whistled, encouraging it to come close enough to be caught and killed. She had closed her eyes and covered her ears with her hands, unable to bear those cries which seemed almost human as the creature pleaded for its life to no avail. The sailors leaned into the water to spear it and hauled it aboard to finish it off.

Listlessly, Maggi queued for the family’s rations and went through the motions of preparing simple meals for her father and Tully, having little appetite herself and taking only enough to keep herself alive. Not even Tully was able to reach her and Dermot didn’t try. The truth was that he didn’t feel strong enough to face any more of her reproaches and the rift between them grew wider. Avoiding his daughter because of her uncertain temper and his son because he reminded him too much of Shona, Dermot sought comfort in the bottom of a whisky bottle and the comradeship of his peers. Men who would talk at length of the one thing common to all of them: the hope of changing their lives by discovering gold.

While he sympathised with his sister’s feelings and understood why she blamed Dermot for their misfortunes, Tully knew it was up to him to heal the breach and bring them together again if he could. There would be enough obstacles, enough dragons to face in this unknown land, without fighting each other as well. He had bad dreams. Some mornings he woke up weeping, haunted by charnel house nightmares and his mother’s dead face. The other dreams were much worse. Dreams which allowed him to wake up believing she was still alive. Then he would look across and see his father snoring in his bunk and realise it was an illusion. His mother and her wonderful smile were gone.

Similarly at a loose end without her mother to care for, Maggi spent little time below decks. She discovered a place to hide under one of the lifeboats, becoming so fond of this refuge that she would remain there clinging to the ropes, even when the winds freshened to gale force and the captain ordered the decks to be cleared of all passengers to allow room for the crew to get on with their work. She passed the time fulfilling the promise she’d made to her mother; she exercised her voice by breathing deeply, by sustained humming on one note and also by practising her scales. Sometimes the notes were snatched away, swallowed by the wind before she could hear if they were true or not. And sometimes the seamen would hear her singing, crossing themselves and pretending they didn’t, unwilling to admit they were hearing siren songs from the deep.

‘One day I’ll make you proud of me, Mam. Wait an’ see,’ Maggi whispered to herself. Sometimes she imagined she heard her mother’s laughter in response but when she strained her ears she could hear nothing; only the wind. It was hard to believe that Shona was gone and without even a likeness surviving to comfort those she had left behind. So many precious memories and Maggi wanted to keep them all; memories of the good days in Ireland before the potatoes rotted and famine stalked the land. She remembered warm summers and long balmy evenings of singing with Shona and Tully when Dermot was away. And years before, the first real argument between her parents. Her mother’s stubborn refusal when Dermot announced he would teach the infant Maggi to ride.

‘Oh, no, Derry, not yet. The child is still too young to sit a horse. You know I give way to you in most things but no – not in this.’

‘Ah, Shona, don’t you see? It’s your own fear you’re speaking of, not hers. I want her to ride with me now while she’s unafraid and still young enough to have faith in herself and the horse.’

‘So you admit it – there is something to be afraid of.’

And Shona refused to budge. Maggi’s sixth birthday had to come and go before her mother said she was old enough to sit a horse. Soon she was riding bare-backed astride the great hunters which passed through Derry McDiarmit’s hands and Shona had to admit her husband was right. The little girl had inherited all of his skills. Maggi and the McDiarmit horses became inseparable and when she was older she was hard pressed to choose between singing and riding, taking equal pleasure in both. This led to sharp words between her parents as they competed for her attention and she was torn apart, trying to please them both.

And now her mother was gone. There was nobody left to encourage her to preserve her voice. If her father had his way, she would never open her mouth to sing another note – certainly not before an audience. But Maggi remembered her promise and was determined to keep it.

Unable to find his sister for several hours, Tully was on the verge of panic and about to raise the alarm. Depressed as his sister was, she might have fallen or cast herself overboard. Fortunately, he looked up and caught sight of her red hair as she ducked down to hide in one of the lifeboats. Grinning, he pulled the tarpaulin aside, preparing to get in beside her.

‘This is a good hiding place. But you gave me a scare, sis. I was about to yell man overboard.’

‘Go away, Tully,’ she snapped. ‘If they see you they’ll make us get out of here. Jus’ leave me alone.’

The boy’s face fell. ‘What is it, sis?’ he said, his voice taut with misery. ‘What have I done to make you so angry with me?’

‘Oh, Tully, I’m sorry, so sorry.’ She burst into tears. ‘It’s not you I’m angry with, not at all.’ And she pushed the tarpaulin aside and came out, falling into her brother’s arms. Heedless of the disapproving glances of other people on deck, they stayed like that for some time, crying the healing tears so necessary to both of them. Maggi was first to recover and release herself.

‘There now, that’s enough,’ she said, pulling out a pink silk handkerchief from her pocket and blowing her nose fiercely. ‘We’ll have no more o’ this. Mam wouldn’t like it. You know how she hated tears.’

Having no handkerchief of his own, Tully sniffed and rubbed his nose on his sleeve. ‘Where’d you get that? Didn’ I hear Da say you wasn’t to take anythin’? Not on board the ship?’

‘I didn’t take it – Peg Riley gave it to me.’

‘He’ll be no better pleased to hear that.’

‘Don’t tell him, then.’ Maggi let out a long sigh as she stared out at the foam in the wake of the ship. ‘He’s going to be much worse now that she’s gone. Without Mam to put the brakes on him.’

‘I know.’ Tully frowned, considering this. ‘She was a natural lady. You’d never think Da was the one who was born in the big house – that he was halfway to bein’ a gentleman.’

‘No.’

‘There he is now.’ Tully winced as his father’s laughter floated up from somewhere below decks. ‘I’d know that laugh anywhere. He’ll be makin‘ the most of it. Soppin’ up sympathy along with somebody else’s liquor. Sometimes I wonder if he cared about Mam at all?’

‘Oh, yes. Yes, he did.’ Maggi spoke softly. ‘He loved her dearly – well, as much as a selfish man like Da can love anyone. An’ I shouldn’t have lost me temper an said what I did. But he shouldn’t have said what he did, either. Blamin’ me for what happened to Mam. An’ then Peggy – how could he be so ungrateful to Peg?’

‘Well, you have to admit she’s a bit –’ Tully paused, not knowing how to put it and biting his lip.

‘Go on, Tully, spit it out. You’ve started now so you may as well speak your mind.’

‘Peggy an’ those other girls. They are a bit much wi’ their fake diamonds an’ flashy clothes. Bit larger than life, don’t ye think?’

‘No, I don’t!’ Maggi’s temper flared. ‘Because they’re dancers – theatricals. An’ if you can’t see past a bit o’ glitter to the good in a person, Tully McDiarmit, you’ll make a poor judge of character in the end.’

He grinned at her, not listening to what she was saying, only happy that his sister was herself again, losing her temper and telling him off. He was much more at home with this Maggi, tawny eyes flashing, than Maggi weeping and depressed. Things would begin to get better from now on. He was young enough to be sure of it. Tilting his head back so far he was almost dizzy, he stared up into the rigging, watching the activities of the crew and looking for Jem and Hobley, his particular friends. Seeing him, they shouted greetings and waved before climbing higher.

‘Will ye look at that, sis? D’ye see how they do that so neat? How they slip the ropes and let out the sails – and at just the right moment to catch the wind.’

‘Tully McDiarmit! Have you been listening to a single word I’ve said?’

‘Ah, you missed it.’ He cuffed her gently. ‘Want to know what I’m thinking?’

‘No.’ Brooding and sulky again, she was giving him only half her attention.

‘I’ve talked to Jem and Hobley an’ they think it’s a great idea. I’m goin’ to ask Da if he’ll let me sign on as a ship’s apprentice. Here, on this same ship. On the Sally Lee.’

Maggi’s head whipped round. Suddenly, he had all her attention and more. ‘Indeed, an’ you won’t. Have we come all this way jus’ to let you go back? It’s nonsense, Tully. The silliest thing I ever heard.’

‘But sis!’

‘But nothing – the answer’s no. Haven’t you seen enough of the sea to last you a lifetime? I know I have.’ And she glanced at the heaving waves.

‘It’s different for you. But I love it out here on the open sea. It’s exciting.’

‘Exciting? Downright dangerous, I’d say. They make me giddy climbin’ up there.’

‘But it’s the danger that adds the spice to it, sis. The danger that makes it worth doing.’

‘Never you mind the spice, my lad. You can live on plain fare.’

‘That’s not like you, sis. You’re usually the one who’s the daredevil, ready for anything.’

‘So I was,’ Maggi’s expression was bleak. ‘But that was before we lost Mam. I’m not losin’ you, too.’

‘Don’t be daft,’ he said, pulling a face in the hope of making her laugh. She didn’t. He wanted to discuss it further, to tell her it wasn’t a whim and he was serious about his plans, but he could see she wasn’t in the mood.

Dermot McDiarmit, meanwhile, was seated at a table in steerage, drowning his sorrows in hard liquor. His grief was genuine enough – he had loved the gentle girl he had married and it was a bitter blow to lose her. She who had been his life’s companion, sharing his joys and sorrows for the past twenty years. But like all men of this era, he accepted death in childbirth as a natural hazard and part of a woman’s lot. During much of their life together he had taken his wife for granted. It was a shock to discover how much he missed her now she was gone. At the same time, he allowed himself to be comforted and, if he were honest, the greater part of his sorrow was for himself.

If he’d taken the time and the trouble to patch things up with Maggi, she might have met him halfway. Fearing rejection, he let it drift, too proud and stubborn to make the first move. She prepared his meals and set them before him in silence. In turn he ate them, offering no word of appreciation or thanks. So she took her revenge in the way she knew would irritate him the most. She made friends with Peg Riley: Peg who was young enough to enjoy a giggle yet mature enough for Maggi to hero-worship, unconsciously seeing the older girl as a substitute for her mother.

Peggy had a great sense of humour and was a natural soubrette. Her green eyes would sparkle with merriment as she tossed her dark curls, poking fun at the staid, middle-aged matrons who disapproved of her low necklines and colourful clothes. Maggi would choke with laughter as Peggy imitated their prim, tightly corseted progress across the deck, poking her head back and forth like a chicken as she waddled behind them. She chattered a lot without giving away a great deal about herself, saying only that she had left Ireland for good during the winter of 1848 and her last memories of it were so painful she didn’t want to speak of them.

After escaping the famine and getting to England – no mean feat in itself with so little money – she survived by dancing for tips in the dockside taverns of Liverpool. She didn’t come right out and say so but Maggi surmised her new friend was paid for dancing without her clothes. Her ambition had always been to appear on the legitimate stage but the dream had never been realised. Tired of life on the docks which would never get any better, Peg and a few other girls scraped up enough money to pay for their passage to Australia. While she was wary of revealing the details of her personal life, she was always happy to talk about life on the stage.

‘Now, don’t get me wrong,’ she said. ‘It’s not that I didn’t like England – it’s the very heartland of music hall, after all. But you have to catch the eye of a theatre manager and make a name for yourself while you’re young. That or become a darling of the saloons.’

‘Saloons?’

‘Saloon theatres, I mean. Good lord, girl, where have you been all your life? Sure an’ you’ve heard of the Alhambra?’ And she smiled, raising her eyes to heaven, as Maggi shook her head. ‘Not a tavern – not a theatre. The stage is this wide and this high.’ She demonstrated the size by waving her arms. ‘Well, it’s huge. Big enough to take a trapeze. And while they’re watching the entertainers, people sit down to dine at long tables, like a big dining hall. I tell you, you need a proper voice to catch their attention an’ if they don’t like you, they’ll pelt you with food. There’s a Master of Ceremonies who keeps some sort of order – a big man with a voice to match. He shuts the audience up and announces the acts. They have acrobats and jugglers from China. Sometimes fire eaters, too.’

‘I saw a fire eater once at a circus,’ Maggi nodded. ‘He set fire to the tent and everyone had to leave.’

‘So he wasn’t so good?’

‘No. But I used to think what a wonderful life it was to be on the stage.’

Peggy laughed. ‘Well, it is. But you have to be better than most to go the distance and they’re always on the lookout for somebody new. It wears you down after a while – livin’ in cheap boarding houses and movin’ on all the time.’

‘We’re movin’ now.’

‘But with purpose in mind. We have Melbourne in our sights. D’you know, the place is bursting at the seams with miners so rich they don’t know how to spend it? Well, I mean to show them how. Me an’ my friends, we’ll give them a first-class show. An’ with a voice like yours, sweet an’ natural as honey drippin’ off a comb, you’ll be out of your mind if you don’t come with us.’

‘You think I’m good enough? To be up there with you and the others on stage?’

‘I do. Come on, Mags. What do you say? What else are you going to do with your life?’

‘Oh, I don’t know.’ Maggi wrung her hands in an agony of indecision. ‘You’ve seen my da. What he’s like. All fired up an’ ready to go to the gold fields.’

‘So let him go to the gold fields and you stay behind in Melbourne with us. A little coachin’ an I can see a fine career for you on the stage.’

‘That’s what Mam used to say. But I reckon it’ll take more’n a bit of coachin’ to make a professional out of me. An’ I can’t dance. Only the Irish jig.’

‘Dance the Irish jig then and take it from there. No more excuses. Honest, Maggi, there’s more bars an’ dance halls in Melbourne than anywhere else in the world. What do you think I’m here for? My health? Not Peg Riley. There’s diggers comin’ out of the gold fields with money an’ I’m goin’ to help them spend it. You’re not so bad-lookin’ yourself. Play your cards right an’ you can do yourself proud.’

‘Who? Me?’

‘Stop saying “who, me?” You sound like an owl. You’ll need fixin’ up but you’ll do. The face of a pixie, the voice of an angel –’

‘An’ hair from Ole Nick himself,’ Maggi laughed.

‘Well, you’ll certainly stand out in a crowd.’ Peggy grasped a handful of Maggi’s thick curls, spreading them out to catch the light. ‘I think it’s beautiful – like a fire. No matter.’ She twitched a shoulder. ‘If you don’t like it, you can always change it.’

‘Dye it, you mean?’ Maggi clapped her hands to her mouth. ‘Da would have a fit.’

‘He won’t see it, will he? If he’s going to the gold fields.’

‘Yes, an’ I’ll have to go, too.’ Maggi’s smile faded.

Peggy rolled up her eyes and gave a sigh of exasperation. ‘Why? I’ve already said, you can stay with us. Don’t you want to?’

‘It’s not just a question of what I want – it’s what I have to do. There’s Tully, you see. He’s only fifteen.’

‘Fifteen?’ Peggy gave a shriek of laughter. ‘My brother got a girl into trouble when he was fifteen. And when her father and brothers came looking for him, he joined up with the crew of a clipper and ran off to sea.’

‘Don’t let Tully hear that. He’s already got some half-baked idea of signin’ on with the Sally Lee.’

‘And why not? Sooner or later he’ll have to get on with a life of his own. You can’t keep him tied to your apron strings forever. You’re not his mother, you know.’ As soon as the words were out she gasped, biting her lip as she realised what she’d said. ‘Oh, Maggi, I’m sorry – so sorry, I forgot.’

‘’S all right,’ Maggi muttered, pressing her lips together and opening her eyes wide to keep her feelings under control.

Peggy hugged her. ‘Maggi, look. I don’t say this to hurt you but you must start looking forward – not back over your shoulder at what has been lost.’ She turned her face to the breeze, sniffing the air like a dog. ‘There! Breathe deeply. Can you smell it?’

‘No. Only the stink of this ship.’

‘Well, I do. I smell land. It’s out there, waiting for us, just beyond the horizon. Australia! All the opportunities you could ever wish for. Don’t stay with your father. All he wants is someone to trail after him an’ save him the expense of a housekeeper. Sooner or later you’ll have to break free and get on with a life of your own.’

‘I know, I know.’ Maggi refused to meet Peggy’s gaze.

‘Promise me something before we go our separate ways?’

‘If I can,’ Maggi said slowly; she was wary of promises.

‘If you need me, or if you’re just at a loose end, look us up. We’re hopin’ to get in at Astley’s or even the Queen’s. Ask for me at either of those.’

‘Thank you, Peg. But I wouldn’t count on it.’

‘Why not? I thought we were friends.’

‘We are,’ Maggi reassured her with a hug. ‘It’s jus’ that I won’t be at a loose end.’



Chapter Three


The first sighting of land was a tonic to both the ship’s passengers and crew. Maggi’s grief lifted and she was able to forget her sorrows, responding to the air of optimism and general excitement which spread through the ship’s company now that the end of the journey was in sight. Petty arguments were set aside and class differences forgotten as people linked arms, crowding the deck to sing hymns of joy, giving thanks to God for their safe arrival. Now they could see the coast of Victoria, they spent long hours staring at it with hungry eyes, fearing that if they looked away it might vanish, leaving nothing but empty seas as before. But as the ship sailed closer and the strip of land lengthened and they could make out the shapes of trees and dwellings on the horizon, people relaxed, confident at last that they were approaching a civilised human settlement, ready and waiting to receive them. The lighthouse at Cape Otway was a further reassurance, a welcoming sight as it winked on and off, warning vessels to keep clear of the coast.

After most people had risen early and breakfasted, the captain made one of his rare speeches to the ship’s company, pointing out the sandy hummocks concealing the entrance to Port Phillip Bay. He said the ship would proceed only when a pilot from Queenscliff had been taken aboard; a man with the necessary experience to guide them safely through the treacherous tidal waters at the entrance to Port Phillip Bay. The passengers groaned in unison at this news of delay, everyone impatient to be ashore.

After a long delay, the pilot arrived, greeted by jeers and a sardonic round of applause. He smiled and nodded, accepting the applause at face value. Red-faced and breathing fumes of rum which could be smelled at ten paces, he stumbled a little as he achieved the deck. Seeing this, Tully wrinkled his nose, jabbing his sister in the ribs. But for all that the man was a drunkard, a hazard common to most men of his trade, he knew his business well enough and soon had the ship moving again. One by one the sails were dismantled and furled as the Sally reduced speed, sliding across the calmer, more protected waters of the bay.

It was one of those dull mid-winter mornings, when skies are overcast, the sea reflecting the same inhospitable grey. Maggi hugged her skimpy shawl more closely about her shoulders, clenching her teeth to stop them from chattering. One or two people cracked jokes about the weather, saying they’d been deceived. The ship must have made a round trip and was about to deposit them in Liverpool once again. Today the climate was disappointingly similar, a fog on the water, not unlike the English Channel. Had they really arrived at their destination? The land they had travelled so many miles and suffered so many hardships to see? Where was the sun which they had been promised would shine all the time? The days of endless summer they had been led to expect? Fog in August, whatever next? For the moment, they had forgotten they were now on the opposite side of the world. Here Christmas would fall in the middle of summer and the month of January would be humid and hot while July and August would be the most cold.

Soon the early-morning mists gave way to a light drizzle as the passengers hauled their possessions up from the lower decks, preparing to disembark. Sitting hunched over their luggage, they had to wait again, this time for Customs officials to visit the ship.

Hoping to pull rank and be first to disembark, the cabin passengers appeared in their finest clothes. No doubt they hoped to have privileged treatment from the officials by presenting themselves as a cut above the rest. Doctor Parker and the other professionals dressed formally in top hats and frock coats, while the ladies gave off a reek of stale lavender, having unpacked their best satins and silks for going ashore. Confident that their class and good manners would carry the day, they had forgotten they were entering a largely classless society where a man’s status was measured not so much by his pedigree as his purse.

Those who had travelled steerage now huddled together in silent clumps of human misery, their clothes and luggage tainted with the stink that seemed to get into everything below decks: the smell of the ship’s bilges. Babies grizzled and children whined, bored and worn out by the long weeks at sea. Everybody longed to be ashore. Melbourne was greeting them with a chill breeze and a mist of rain which collected in fine droplets in their hair and seeped through their clothes.

Nor was the weather the only setback of the day. Instead of guiding the clipper through the rows of ships lying at anchor and depositing them at the quay as they expected, the captain announced that this was as far as the ship could go.

‘I’m sorry but we can take you no further aboard the Sally Lee. If you look to starboard you will see waves breaking over the ridge of sand which blocks the entrance to Hobson’s Bay –’

‘So what do we do now, Cap’n?’ a man spoke up, voicing the question in everyone’s mind. ‘Wait for high tide?’

‘No. You’ll be ferried ashore by boat, a few at a time.’ Another groan went through the assembled company as the bad news was relayed. ‘I must warn you also that the ferrymen expect to be paid. We have done our best to engage honest men who won’t cheat you.’

Tully pulled another face and Maggi sneaked a glance at Da, wondering how he was taking this news. He would be loath to hand the last of their funds to some grasping ferryman. But Dermot appeared unconcerned. It took her no more than a moment to work out why. He was going to steal the money the family needed to get ashore. She could read his mind as accurately as if he’d spoken aloud, although she was far from ready to act as his accomplice. Today everyone was bound to be nervous and careful of their money. She frowned at Dermot, trying to warn him off, but he cleared his throat informing her he meant to do it anyway. Tully was quick to pick up on his sister’s tension.

‘What’s wrong, sis? What is it now?’

‘Shut up!’ she hissed through clenched teeth, needing all her wits to concentrate on Dermot and the man he had selected as his quarry and whom she recognised as one of the doctor’s friends. One of those who had sneered at her when she came seeking help for her mother. A typical remittance man, young and heavy-set, his addiction to the good things of life evidenced by a petulant lower lip and a pair of fishy, red-rimmed blue eyes. He was also uncommonly well-dressed which must have brought him to Dermot’s attention. This and the way he drew a wad of money from an inside pocket and riffled it, smirking, when the captain informed everyone that the ferrymen expected to be paid. Gathering up his bags and preparing to leave, he tucked the money into his coat pocket in order to reach it more easily while he was handling his luggage. It never occurred to him that he was making it easy for someone to rob him as well.

Giving Maggi the signal to follow, Dermot wriggled his way through the crowd until he was standing directly behind the young man who ended up in the crush next to one of the nursemaids. She had her hands full, coping with luggage and controlling a spoiled, argumentative child. Dermot chose his moment with care, waiting until the Customs officials had left and people surged to the rail as the first of the ferrymen tied up alongside. He leaned forward, took a handful of the young woman’s skirts and squeezed her bottom hard. Having done so, he turned aside, smiling at Maggi, drawing her attention to something on the horizon. The nursemaid whirled, looking for her assailant, her gaze settling on Parker’s friend.

‘Lecher!’ she shouted, whacking him on the shoulder with her umbrella and making him wince. ‘I’ll teach you to lay hands on a defenceless woman!’

Maggi smothered a giggle as the nursemaid looked far from defenceless. She had muscular arms and was wielding her umbrella like a club. In the midst of the commotion, it was easy for Dermot to pick the man’s pocket and pass the money to Maggi.

For a wild moment she hesitated, considering revenge. How like Da, to take it for granted that she would help him. What if she were to fumble it and drop the money, allowing him to be caught? But the bank notes felt crisp and inviting and old habits die hard. It was easier to slip the money under her shawl and move away. No hue and cry followed her. Nor did Parker’s friend think to complain. The last they saw of him he was looking red-faced and abashed, mortified by the woman’s accusations. He wouldn’t discover his loss until it was too late.

Gratified that it had been so easy to replenish his funds, Dermot elbowed his way to the front of the crowd, ready to strike a bargain with one of the ferrymen to carry himself and his family ashore.

While they were crossing the stretch of water to the beach beyond, Dermot pressed the boatman for local knowledge and in particular the quickest way to the gold fields. Dour and unwilling to talk, the boatman was ready to dismiss them as just another family of ‘new chums’. But his tongue soon loosened when Dermot offered money in exchange for information. He warned them to stay away from the Buckland River area where there had been an outbreak of typhoid a few months before and advised them not to go up country to Spring Creek unless they were prepared to undertake a journey of many miles and face the possibility of running into bushrangers on the way. ‘Lot of lawless men out there, sir,’ he nodded, sucking on a rotten tooth. ‘Just as happy to rob ye on the way to the gold fields as comin’ back.’

Dermot nodded, only now beginning to realise the enormous distances involved. It was hard to come to terms with the size of the State of Victoria, let alone the whole continent. For the first time, Dermot felt a few pangs of misgiving. But the man went on to tell him that the nearest and most accessible gold fields were those at Ballarat, some seventy miles to the west of the city.

‘Yes, you’ll be quite at home there, sir,’ he nodded, grinning. ‘The fields are alive with Irishmen like yourself.’

Cheered by this news, Dermot became his old, ebullient self. The cockiness returned and he winked at Maggi, arousing Tully’s suspicions.

‘What’s with him?’ he whispered, nudging her. ‘What’s he got to be so cheerful about?’

‘Nothing. Never you mind.’ Maggi gave him a sharp jab in the ribs to silence him. It didn’t.

‘And in case you haven’t noticed, I’m not a kid any more,’ he said. ‘And I wish you an’ Da wouldn’t treat me like one. Think I’m a fool, don’t you? That I don’t know what’s goin’ on? You an’ Da – you’ve been at the thievin’ again. What happened to all your promises, Mags? I thought you said you wouldn’t do it no more? You were goin’ to make a new start – that’s what you said.’

‘I know what I said, Tully,’ she hissed. ‘Will ye shut up, ye little gurrier? D’ye want the three of us arrested an’ clapped in irons, the moment we set foot ashore?’

‘So that’s it. Why you an Da was so desperate keen to get off the ship. An’ I never had time to see Jem an Hobley – not even to say goodbye.’

‘Just as well. Tryin’ to get you to sign on as crew.’

‘Yes, an’ you needn’t think I’m through with it. Jus’ because you don’t think it’s a good idea. I can wait. The Sally will be in port until Christmas at least.’

‘Why?’ Maggi frowned. This news made her uneasy.

Tully shrugged. ‘If you’d taken the trouble to talk to the crew, you’d know.’ And he stuck his nose in the air, pleased to have the advantage over his sister for once.

‘Tell me,’ she made as if to pinch him. ‘Don’t play games.’

‘Why should I? Why should I tell you anything?’

‘Tully!’ She went for him again but he twisted away, avoiding her.

‘All right then. The Sally won’t leave ’til the wool clips are in. An’ they don’t even start to shear ’til the end of October, leavin’ plenty of time for the crew to go up to the gold fields. The captain takes half the men while the Mate stays behind with the others to mind the ship. After a month or so they change places and the Mate goes up with the rest. An’ after Christmas, when the ship’s full and everyone’s been to the diggings, the Sally will leave. That keeps everyone happy. The boys have a crack at the gold fields and the owners don’t lose their crew.’

‘I can see holes in that argument already. What if they strike it rich and never come back?’

‘I dunno.’ Tully shrugged. ‘Jem didn’t say.’

There was no time to discuss this further. By now, the ferryman was wading knee-deep in the water and yelling to some boys on the beach to help him haul his boat up on to the sands. Another boat pulled up alongside, full of ladies who looked at each other in consternation. Where were the trappings of civilisation? A set of steps or at least a ramp leading to a quay? Instead, they were to be set ashore on a beach, a considerable distance from the town itself. The ladies sighed and picked up their skirts, wishing someone had warned them not to wear their best clothes for coming ashore.

The beach was far from deserted. There was a hotel and they could see several drays and also a horse-drawn omnibus waiting to pick up travellers and convey them to the city. It was only three miles but the fees advertised were extortionate, particularly for the transportation of luggage. Women wept bitterly as their menfolk insisted on leaving boxes and precious pieces of furniture behind, some of them family heirlooms. It was hard, after bringing their possessions so far, to be obliged to desert them on an Australian beach. Witnessing these little family dramas, the McDiarmits found themselves at an advantage for once. With little to carry, they could make their way to the city on foot.

Beyond the narrow beach the surrounding countryside looked far from encouraging; a depressing wasteland of mud and swamp with here and there clumps of reeds and stunted trees unable to thrive in the marshy ground. By now the rain had abated and the sun came out, raising Maggi’s spirits as it dried her clothes.

They approached the city from Princes Bridge, crossing a narrow, muddy-looking river which meandered on the last stages of its journey to the sea. Shrubs and tall trees crowded the banks which fell away steeply from the river; evergreens with thin, dark green leaves, the trunks of the trees smoother and whiter than silver birch, glistening in the sunlight.

But the outskirts were quickly forgotten as they made their way into the city itself. A place of space and so many contrasts, Maggi’s head was spinning as she tried to absorb all the sights and sounds. Melbourne relied on the horse for transport; sturdy beasts with the energy to cover long distances over rough ground. She remembered someone telling her there was one horse to every two men in Victoria and she could well believe it. She saw drays piled high with goods being pulled by fierce-looking, long-horned cattle, yoked together in pairs. But horses dominated the scene. They were everywhere – pulling cabriolets, jingles and omnibuses with slatted seats where people could sit inside or on top – while weaving their way between the slower vehicles, whooping and yelling as if the devil were at their heels, rode wild men on horseback, careless of hazards or of the mud flying up from their horses’ heels.

Maggi was bemused until her ears became accustomed to the level of noise. While the language on the streets was mostly English, she heard many different accents and speech in several other tongues, reminding her that the prospect of gold had attracted migrants from all over the world. There was the twang of America as well as the guttural speech of people from Europe which she didn’t understand.

There weren’t many women abroad on the streets but they seemed grand as princesses to Maggi, gorgeous as butterflies in their clean, brightly coloured clothes. Most carried umbrellas or parasols and wore matching bonnets that framed the face. To present themselves in the height of fashion, no expense had been spared and Maggi stared after them, longing to touch just the fringe of one of those jewel-coloured silk shawls. She looked down at her own shabby, much-mended clothes, stiff with sea-water now and in need of a wash. Dermot saw her, interpreting the look.

‘An’ ye needn’t think you’re goin’ to get around dressed like that, however much money we make,’ he muttered. ‘Look at them, flauntin’ themselves. No better than they should be, I’ll be bound. Probably whores.’

‘Shut up, Da. D’ye want them to hear you?’

‘What if they do?’

But Maggi refused to let her father’s miserly attitude dampen her spirits. Not today. Even the smells of the city seemed alien and exciting; a mixture of sweat, booze and cheap cologne with the occasional whiff of expensive tobacco blown in her face. And, underlying it all, the smell of horse manure, making her feel at home.

The streets were wide and built in straight lines, according to a plan, instead of being allowed to grow up higgledy-piggledy as in the cities of the old world. Two streams of traffic poured constantly in either direction, making it hazardous for pedestrians to cross. The McDiarmits hovered at the side of the road, screwing up the courage to venture into the traffic.

At mid-day the streets were both busy and overcrowded. It was hard to imagine that all this activity was confined to just one square mile and that in comparison with the established cities of Europe, Melbourne was still small. But, in spite of their haste, most people seemed friendly and outgoing, willing to give directions, exchanging a word or two and a smile.

The shopkeepers competed aggressively with their neighbours, some coming on to the streets to bark their wares. It was a city of contrasts and many influences, forced to grow up overnight instead of evolving over the centuries, a street at a time. Behind each great street was a lesser street running behind it – a tradesman’s alley for goods and services. The shops were many and varied, most of them barn-like general stores; drapers vying with ironmongers to sell absolutely everything. Others pandered to the whims of those who had come back newly rich from the gold fields, offering expensive jewels set in gold and flamboyant clothes. It was a city of extremes where poverty and extravagance rode side by side. Everything was immediate, to be enjoyed now, with little concern for the future.

Flinders Street housed the ship’s chandlers, saddlers and hardware merchants, catering for the more practical day to day needs, offering every piece of equipment for an onslaught on the gold fields. These were the shops that attracted Dermot, while Bourke Street was more interesting to Maggi, boasting the Post Office as well as most of the city’s theatres and hotels. She knew Peggy and her friends must be somewhere nearby. Bourke Street was the hub of entertainment in Melbourne and where most people spent their money. She could have stayed there for hours just watching the passing parade.

The McDiarmits had to jump aside as a digger’s wedding party clattered past in an open carriage, the groom tricked out in clothes so loud he would have been a figure of fun anywhere else in the world. He sported a checked coat and a waistcoat of brilliant red brocade, topped off with an expensive silk hat. The bride – fat, red-faced and smiling under her orange blossoms – resembled nothing so much as a massive wedding cake herself in a froth of lace flounces. Clearly, no expense had been spared. Beside themselves with laughter, as if the event were a huge joke, the couple scattered flowers and coins from the carriage as they went. Local urchins, used to the custom, rushed out into the thoroughfare, dodging horses and carriages, to seize the coins before they were lost in the mud.

After so many months of experiencing nothing but the sounds of the ship and the sea, the newcomers found the level of noise bewildering. Sometimes they fancied the ground heaved beneath their feet, deceiving them that they were still out on the open ocean aboard the Sally Lee.
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