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The story of Josephine Cox is as extraordinary as anything in her novels. Born in a cotton-mill house in Blackburn, she was one of ten children. Her parents, she says, brought out the worst in each other, and life was full of tragedy and hardship – but not without love and laughter. At the age of sixteen, Josephine met and married ‘a caring and wonderful man’, and had two sons. When the boys started school, she decided to go to college and eventually gained a place at Cambridge University, though was unable to take this up as it would have meant living away from home. However, she did go into teaching, while at the same time helping to renovate the derelict council house that was their home, coping with the problems caused by her mother’s unhappy home life – and writing her first full-length novel. Not surprisingly, she then won the ‘Superwoman of Great Britain’ Award, for which her family had secretly entered her, and this coincided with the acceptance of her novel for publication.

Josephine gave up teaching in order to write full time. She says ‘I love writing, both recreating scenes and characters from my past, together with new storylines which mingle naturally with the old. I could never imagine a single day without writing, and it’s been that way since as far back as I can remember.’
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For all their steadfast love and support, my thoughts go out to my two lovely sisters, Winifred and Anita.

Life hasn’t been easy for them, but they can always find a smile, bless their hearts.

Not forgetting my seven brothers, Sonny, Joseph, Bernard, Richard, Billy, Harry and Alec.

They could never be described as angels, but our late lovely Mam would have been as proud of them all as I am. (Keep the meat an’ tater pies hot, lads!)




Foreword

The research for this book took me to Australia and Singapore, where I travelled many miles and talked to countless numbers of people. As a result, not only did my research prove to be fruitful, but became a labour of great joy. Everyone went out of their way to help, advise, and ‘dig up’ relevant documentation and information which have proved invaluable.

My husband, Ken, and I spent many long hours browsing through material under the artificial lights of libraries, and in museums and archives. We also traipsed many miles on foot in the tiring heat of Australia, a magnificent land. We saw wonderful buildings which were built by the convicts themselves in the Port of Fremantle, the most striking (and ironic) in my opinion being the prison which was to house them. One particular building which will live forever in my nightmares is the formidable Victorian-style lunatic asylum. This has, fortunately, been preserved as an arts centre and museum. But a one-time padded cell is kept almost exactly as it was, when the inmate might be dragged, screaming, into its dark and grim interior.

To stand inside that cell, to see the narrow iron bed and the high beamed walls, with the only light coming in through a tiny barred window, is to feel real terror. it was the most unnerving experience of my life. The atmosphere seems to have been absorbed into the very fibre of the walls – to touch those walls is to feel the presence of those wretched souls.

When, quite shaken, I emerged from that dank and dismal place, it was to be told by the curator, ‘If the poor convicts weren’t insane when they locked them in . . . they certainly were when they let them out!’ (I, for one, was not about to argue with that.)

Below are mentioned a few of the many people who went out of their way to help in my search for the human story of what might have taken place there so many years ago. Australia is a vast and beautiful land, whose people rightly feel a great sense of pride in it. But picture the unfortunates who are wrenched from home and family, then taken on a long harrowing journey across the oceans to the other side of the world, not knowing whether they might ever again find freedom, or be returned to the bosom of their family. What paradise for them?


Lorraine Stevenson (Archives), Town Hall, Freemantle WA


Sunita A. Thillainath (Librarian), Fremantle WA


Mary Faith Holloway (Custodian), Prison Museum, Fremantle WA


Ralph of Ralph’s Cafe, Fremantle WA


Gloria McLeod, Daglish WA


The Port Authority Officials, Fremantle WA


Chamber of Commerce Officials, Fremantle WA


The old Darwin fella in the Cafe  –  Good on yer, mate!

 



My love and thanks to Ken who, as ever, gave me constant support and was a wonderful companion.




Part One

Australia 1870

Ambitious Dreams

 



 





	When night moves in
 To hide the sun,
 When enemies rally
 And your strength is done,
 When your weary heart
 Longs to be free
 Think of me, beloved,
 Think of me.

	
J.C.   








Chapter One

‘If it takes a lifetime and if I am driven to follow you to every dark corner of the earth, I mean to have you. And I will. Mark my words, Emma . . . for you’ll find no escape!’ Though delivered in barely a whisper, the words struck deep into Emma’s heart. The half-smiling, taunting mouth was so close to her face that she could feel the warm breath fanning her skin. ‘You will learn to love me, Emma, I promise you.’ The voice was trembling with passion and, as before, it was charged with a deal of arrogance. There was something else besides. Some deep, dark obsession, something akin to desperation. Or insanity.


‘Love you!’ Emma’s stout heart was fearful, yet her grey eyes glinted like hardened steel as they bore defiantly into the leering face above her. Even though she would have denied it to the world, Emma could not deny to herself that she was afraid. Ever since that fateful day some seven years before when, along with other like wretches she had stumbled from the convict ship, Emma’s every instinct had been disturbed by the covetous manner in which Foster Thomas had brought his gaze to rest on her.

As always, Emma put on a brave front. Drawing her trim form upright and squaring her small, straight shoulders, she told him, ‘I could never love you, Foster Thomas. Never! The only emotion you raise in me is one of disgust.’ Yes, of repugnance and loathing too, thought Emma, being painfully aware of his close proximity as he stood his ground, determined that she should not pass. She saw him as everything vile in a man. Oh, it was true that he had about him the compelling quality that might easily turn a woman’s head. He was a fine figure of a man – tall and lean, with wayward sun-bleached hair atop a bronzed handsome face. There was a certain attraction in the coarseness of his manner, yet when the occasion suited him, he carried an air of elegance and devastating charm. But those eyes: only the eyes betrayed the truth of his nature. Small they were, and calculating; murky-blue in colour as the ocean, yet more deep and dangerous, and ever watchful, like the quick, darting glance of a lizard.

For what seemed an age, he made no move. Instead, his smile grew more devious, then, raising his hand, he made as if to stroke Emma’s long chestnut hair. But, being somewhat startled by a sudden intrusion, he angrily lowered his arm and swung round to face the intruder. ‘You!’ he snapped, glowering hard at the homely young woman silhouetted in the barn doorway. ‘Haven’t you got work to do?’

‘Course I ’ave!’ came the chirpy reply, as the irrepressible Nelly strode into the barn, quickly dropping the wooden bucket from her arm to the floor. ‘Yer surely don’t think I’ve been sitting on me arse all morning, d’yer?’ Then, before he could lay the yardbroom across her shoulders, as she knew he would, she added quickly, ‘Old Mr Thomas sent me ter fetch yer. He said yer was ter come straight away, on account of it being most urgent.’ She manipulated her plain, kindly features into an expression of alarm. ‘The poor old thing were having a real fit about some’at,’ she said, nodding her head so frantically that her frilly cap tumbled into the dust at her feet. By the time she bent to retrieve it, Foster Thomas was gone, after first asking, ‘You say my father wants me right now . . . this very minute?’ To which she replied with suitable anxiety, ‘Ooh yes, Mr Thomas, sir. This very minute!’

‘You little wretch,’ laughed Emma, as she and Nelly watched him stride away, both knowing full well that he was being sent on a fool’s errand. That rascal Nelly, thought Emma, as she lovingly put an arm about her friend’s shoulders; she knew every trick in the book. Brought up in the East End of London, she was a Cockney through and through. Since an early age, Nelly had been forced by circumstances to fend for herself, and she was a past master at it. It wasn’t the first time she had made a timely intervention on Emma’s behalf. Though Emma knew only too well that Nelly could take care of herself, she was constantly afraid that, one of these days, Foster Thomas might take it into his head to get rid of Nelly once and for all.

Emma knew it would be an easy thing, because all that was necessary was for the Governor to receive a formal complaint against the prisoner Nelly, and she would be punished, assigned elsewhere, or both. So far, Emma had stalled such a move by appealing to old Mr Thomas, Foster’s father, who was after all the employer to whom both she and Nelly had been entrusted since being brought to these shores. With his wife in ailing health, Mr Thomas senior had been thankful for the labour supplied by the two female convicts, and was never too mean to say so – both to them, and in his regular reports to the Governor.

Emma respected and liked him. He was a hard-working and shrewd man of business, having built up his trading post from selling the few items he brought with him when he first arrived in Western Australia as an early settler many years before. He was a good man, and his wife a good woman. Emma thought they deserved a better son than Foster Thomas.

‘Oh, Nelly . . . I wish you’d be more careful.’ Emma hoped this little episode wouldn’t bring trouble down on their heads. ‘You know what a vicious temper he has, yet you will keep going out of your way to infuriate him.’ Much as she understood Nelly’s unselfish motive and her first instinct was to thank her, Emma thought that better purpose would be served by showing her disapproval: ‘I’m quite capable of looking after myself, you know.’

‘Yer bleedin’ well ain’t!’ came the indignant retort. ‘I saw him . . . with his filthy paws all over yer. What! The bugger’s lucky I didn’t clap him on the back o’ the neck wi’ a shovel!’ Her angry brown eyes twinkled at the thought. ‘Randy bleeder,’ she went on, at the same time retrieving her wooden bucket and leading the way to the inner recesses of the big barn, where she proceeded to gather up the numerous eggs which had been laid here and there. When Emma pointed out that Foster Thomas was her problem and said, ‘He’s sure to cause trouble for you, when he finds you sent him on a wild goose chase,’ Nelly was quick to assure the concerned Emma. ‘Old Mr Thomas’ll cover up fer me. He’s done it afore.’

Exasperated, Emma shook her head, rolled her lovely grey eyes heavenward and laughed out loud. ‘What will I do with you, Nelly?’ she chuckled. Whereupon, Nelly laughed heartily, ‘Send me back ter England.’ She added with some gusto, ‘The sun don’t cook yer brains there, and there’s more bleeding pockets ter pick.’

Quickly now their laughter subsided, when a shadow came between them and, looking up, they saw the large, ungainly figure of Mr Thomas. His face was unusually stern and, as he stood unmoving with his two large hands spread one over each hip, Emma saw the frustration in his dark, round eyes which were usually kind and smiling.

For a long, awkward moment, no one spoke. Feeling uncomfortable beneath his accusing glare, Nelly cast her eyes downward. Emma however met his gaze with an equally forthright one, until, seeing that there was no immediate explanation forthcoming and that, as always, he was hopelessly outnumbered two to one, Roland Thomas took his hands from his hips, plunged them deep into his pockets and allowed the whisper of a smile to creep over his craggy, kindly features.

‘What a pair of baggages you are,’ he said goodhumouredly. Then, to Nelly, who had raised her merry brown eyes to smile at him, ‘You’ve got that bloody son of mine running round in circles . . . me as well!’ Of a sudden the smile slipped from his face and his voice held a warning: ‘You’re playing with fire, though. Be careful, Nelly, because though I say it as shouldn’t . . . that son of mine is a bad lot!’ His eyes were now on Emma, as though willing her to convince Nelly that she was putting herself in danger, ‘Be warned. Don’t antagonise him.’

‘But he were pestering Emma again!’ protested Nelly, afterwards falling quiet when Roland Thomas stepped forward, his concerned eyes never leaving Emma’s face.

‘Don’t worry about me, Mr Thomas,’ Emma promptly assured him, ‘I can look after myself.’

‘Look here, Emma’ – his voice was quiet now, and on his face a look of anxiety as he told her – ‘I’m no fool and I’m not blind.’ His gaze lingered on her face for a moment. ‘Stay out of his way as best you can. Keep a good distance between you.’ Having said that, he turned away to leave them to their duties.

It was a moment before both Emma and Nelly recovered from the seriousness of the warning they had just been given. The first to speak was Nelly who said, in little more than a whisper, ‘Well, I’m buggered! I ain’t never seen old Mr Thomas so harsh.’

Neither had Emma, and her every instinct had been aroused. Was there something going on that neither she nor Nelly was aware of? An idea wormed itself into her troubled mind, and swiftly, Emma thrust it out. No. Surely to God, it couldn’t be that Mr Thomas was about to turn over the business to his son! No, he would never do that . . . would he? Oh, it was true that Violet Thomas’s health had gone steadily downhill these past months, and it had been a source of much anxiety to her husband. But knowing his great passion for the trading business he had nurtured all these years, Emma couldn’t believe that Mr Thomas was about to let go of the reins. And certainly not to his son Foster . . . who had never shown an ounce of interest in the business; except, of course, in the money it provided him with, to waste on grog and gambling. Yet there was something . . . definitely something: she was sure of it.

‘I’d best get these eggs inside . . . afore the buggers are cooked!’ Nelly remarked, at the same time slapping Emma heartily on the back as she passed. ‘Roll on three o’clock, Emma . . . and we can put our feet up, eh?’ Then, turning just once before she went from the shadows of the barn into the baking heat outside, she added, ‘The buggers don’t worry me, dearie, and they shouldn’t worry you.’ Emma smiled to herself. She admired Nelly for her fearlessness, yet she also saw it as being foolhardy. When the two of them had been exiled from their homeland, Nelly’s sentence had been less severe than her own. Now, seven years on, their roles were reversed and, while Emma had earned her ticket-of-leave through good conduct, Nelly’s rebellious attitude had put back the day of her freedom even further. Yet even though she was her own worst enemy, Nelly was a warm, loyal and steadfast friend, whom Emma loved like a sister. And, though the Governor had told Emma that her ticket-of-leave gave her at least the freedom to choose her own employer and place of work, Emma remained alongside Nelly in the Thomas trading post. While her friend was forced to stay, then so would she. Emma shook her head and chuckled softly, ‘The way she’s going on though . . . we’ll both be old and grey before we get the chance to make our way in the world.’ Afterwards she sighed, and turning her attention to the task in hand, at the same time subconsciously noted that the stock of small oil lamps would need replenishing.

Emma loved her work here, and she took a great pride in all of her duties. Mr Thomas himself had remarked on more than one occasion, ‘You’re a born trader, Emma . . . you’ve got a real knack for it.’ Emma was grateful that she had been assigned to the trading post, for she did feel so much at home, serving the customers, making up the orders and keeping the books for Mr Thomas. It wasn’t so very different from being a clerk at her father’s cotton mill in Lancashire. Sometimes, when the sun had beaten down mercilessly all day and the stream of customers continued from early morning to closing, when Emma’s feet ached and her back felt as stiff and uncomfortable as the ladder she might have to run up and down a dozen times a day, Emma was glad to crawl back to the small room she and Nelly shared, at the back of the stables. It was a hard life, with each day as demanding as the one before. But Emma poured herself heart and soul into her work. Mr Thomas was a good employer and lately, he had been shifting a good deal of the more confidential duties on to Emma’s shoulders, so that, besides keeping the stock-book up to date, she was often responsible for the accounts ledger, and even for cashing up and securing the takings.

One particular evening, Emma had overheard a raging row between Mr Thomas and his son Foster who, she knew, bitterly resented his father’s increasing dependency on her. Afterwards, she had respectfully pointed out to Mr Thomas, ‘I don’t want to be the cause of bad blood between you and your son.’ His immediate reply was to inform her of two things. Firstly, that he was obliged to spend as much time as possible with Mrs Thomas, who ‘is a delicate and refined creature who unfortunately does not enjoy good health’, and secondly, ‘if she had been able to bear me another son . . . or even a daughter of your calibre, I might be fortunate enough to lean on them. As it is, Emma . . . I have a worthless son who thinks it more natural to take rather than to give.’ Here, the weariness melted from his craggy features, and in its place was a great tenderness. ‘Then, I have you, Emma. And though the hand of fate was so cruel as to condemn you to this land a convict . . . I can only bless my own fate, for having deigned that you should be assigned to me.’ On this last word, he had turned away before Emma could see how deeply he had been affected by the vehement row with his son, and the added burden that Emma might decide to seek employment elsewhere, which, having earned her ticket-of-leave, she had every right to do. Some time later, her heart filled with compassion at this good man’s dilemma, Emma made it her business to explain to him that she would not desert him. He spoke not a word, but touched her gently on the shoulder and when he turned away, it was with a brighter, more contented light in his dark eyes.

Thinking about it all, Emma later reflected on her assurance to him, which amounted to a promise. She thought also about her determination not to desert Nelly. As she dwelt on it more deeply, it became apparent that she was enveloped in a prison other than the one to which Her Majesty’s Government had despatched her. It was a prison within a prison, made by her own hand, and one which by its very nature would thwart her plans towards absolute freedom and her eventual return to England. This above all else burned fiercely in Emma’s heart. She knew with every breath in her body that her day would come. That wonderful exhilarating moment when she would embark on the ship which was destined to carry her over the oceans to the other side of the world. To England! To the ‘friends’ who had cheated and betrayed her. And, with God’s help, to Marlow Tanner . . . the man whose child she had borne and tragically lost. The man she had loved then, and whom she had loved every waking moment since. Oh yes, that day would surely come. Until then, she must count the hours and be frugal with every penny she earned. Above all, she must thank God for the love and devotion of a dear, dear friend, and count herself fortunate to have the confidence, loyalty and trust of another. She wouldn’t let them down. Not even in the face of a no-good like Foster Thomas.

Some two hours later, Emma had completed the laborious task of taking account of all stock, both in the general store and in the huge outer barn, which doubled as a warehouse. Afterwards, when coming back into the small office at the rear of the store, she put the heavy ledger on to the bureau and commented to Mr Thomas, ‘That consignment of goods from England is overdue. Another twenty-four hours and we’ll likely be sold out of candles, boots and general harness. And another thing, Mr Thomas . . .’ Emma quickly finished her final entries into the ‘Urgent’ page of the ledger, before emerging through the office doorway and into the store. There she assured herself that Mr Thomas was attentive to what she was about to say. Then, taking off her dusty pinnie, she replaced it with a freshly laundered one from beneath the counter and continued, ‘I do wish you would think about what I said some time back . . . about taking up a lease on one of the more substantial warehouses on Cliff Street. That old barn isn’t secure, as well you know it, Mr Thomas, and there’s a lot of money tied up in the goods stored there.’

‘Oh, Emma!’ Mr Thomas raised his finger and thumb to tickle his mutton-chop whiskers absent-mindedly; it was a peculiar habit of his whenever he seemed slightly amused. ‘Do you think we’re about to be robbed?’ He chuckled aloud and, bending his back, he grasped the comers of a box of carbolic soaps with his two hands. He swung the box upwards, before bringing it down in a flurry of dust, on to a shelf he had just cleared. ‘Or mebbe you’ve got a notion that some rascal creeping about at night has the intention of putting a match to it, eh?’ He chuckled again. ‘You’re a little scaremonger, that’s what you are,’ he declared with a broad and confident smile.

Emma was not amused. Nor would she be dissuaded from pointing out the errors of continuing to store valuable goods and equipment in such an insecure and vulnerable place. ‘There are “rascals” enough who might well put a match to anything, if it suited their purpose!’ she reminded him. ‘You know as well as I do that there are certain unsavoury characters in Fremantle who wouldn’t think twice about razing that barn to the ground, after helping themselves to a good deal first.’ When Emma saw that, at last, she had his serious attention, she went on quietly, ‘Oh, Mr Thomas . . . I’m not saying as they would, but you’ve seen the strangers about of late . . . diggers and bushmen . . . some new to the area, and some looking even rougher than the worst convicts sent to break stones on the road. Wouldn’t it make sense to house your more valuable goods at least, in a small secure lock-up on Cliff Street?’

Pausing a moment longer in his work of setting out the blocks of soap in a fetching grey display, Mr Thomas played one lip over the other, biting first at the top, then at the bottom, while he quietly pondered Emma’s suggestion. Wasn’t she right after all, when the goods were hard come by, and cost a fortune to ship out from England? Then, once out on the high seas they were at the mercy of every wild storm and natural disaster that a ship might encounter on its long voyage. She was right! Emma was right. Some of the stuff . . . shovels, pickaxes, and good working tools were going out as fast as he could get them in. There had been guarded murmurs about little pockets of gold being found here and there, and that was no doubt the explanation. All the same, merchandise was an increasingly valuable commodity hereabouts, and a person could never be too careful.

‘You do see why I’m so concerned?’ asked Emma, her shrewd business instinct telling her exactly the thoughts going through her employer’s mind. ‘I can arrange it . . . if you’ll trust me to do the job right,’ she offered, knowing only too well that his mind was lately taken up with his wife’s unfortunate illness. Emma felt sorry for Mrs Thomas, who had never gone out of her way to make friends, was a very private person and, unlike Mr Thomas, kept both Emma and Nelly at a distance. The only person who enjoyed her confidence, other than Mr Thomas himself, was the blacksmith’s spinster daughter, Rita Hughes. Rita pampered her every whim and saw to her every need, for the small weekly payment of a few shillings. Emma suspected that Nelly was right in her observation that ‘Rita Hughes has one eye on Mrs Thomas . . . and the other firmly fixed on Foster Thomas’! Adding, to Emma’s disapproval, ‘Though if yer ask me, she’s well past it and gone sour.’ When Emma protested that that was a cruel thing to say, Nelly was quick to point out, ‘Huh! T’would be even more cruel if he took a fancy to her! What . . . a fella the likes o’ Foster Thomas would mek her life a bleedin’ misery.’ Emma had to agree.

Emma was convinced that poor Mrs Thomas had withdrawn into herself on account of her husband and son forever being at loggerheads. At one time she had doted on her only son. Now he showed little interest in his mother, and she showed none in him. All the same, Emma suspected that her heart was quietly breaking.

‘I tell you what’ – Mr Thomas’s voice cut into Emma’s thoughts – ‘leave it with me, Emma. I’ll bear in mind what you’ve said.’ Beyond that he would not be drawn. Except to promise that the shop takings would not in future be kept upstairs in his room for up to a week at a time, as had become the habit of late. Emma did not agree with his belief that such large sums of money must always be to hand. ‘The captains of the pearl-luggers want always to be in and out in a hurry, and, if I’m to keep up with the competition to buy the best pearl-shell in, then I need to have cash to hand at any given minute.’ It worried Emma. But this was his trading post, not hers, and she mustn’t forget her place.

Neither Emma nor Mr Thomas could have known how tragically Emma’s fears were about to be realised, before the hands of the clock had turned full circle!

 



‘Sat’day’s my favourite day!’ exclaimed Nelly, leaning over the ceramic rose-patterned bowl which was rested atop a cane-bottomed chair. ‘Once we’ve reported to the authorities we’ll have the rest o’ the day . . . and all tomorrer afore we’re back in the shafts.’ She gave a loud ‘Whoopee!’, punched her fist in the air for the sheer joy of it and, scooping her two hands deep into the bowl, she splashed the water on to her face, neck and ears. ‘I fancy a fella!’ she chuckled through a mouth full of water while peeping at Emma out of one cheeky brown eye.

‘Away with you!’ laughed Emma, who was patiently waiting for her turn with the bowl. ‘If you intend walking along the jetty with me, you’d best curb your urges for a “fella”. The way you’re going on, my girl, you’ll be marched to the top of the hill, where you’ll be clapped in irons and thrown in a prison cell, so every poor “fella” will be safe from your clutches.’ When, mockingly holding her wrists together and limping as though shackled, Nelly started towards her, at the same time making an eerie wailing sound, Emma grabbed up a towel, held it out before her and, amidst much laughter, launched herself at Nelly. In a minute the two of them were rolling about the floor helpless with laughter. Then a kick from Emma’s leg sent the cane-bottomed chair into such a violent swaying fit that the water in the bowl slopped first over one side, then the other. Convulsed by new fits of giggling, Nelly and Emma made to grab the chair, causing it to overbalance completely as the bowl shot forward to empty its entire contents, drenching them both. ‘Bleedin’ Nora!’ shouted Nelly, scrambling to her feet and proceeding to shake herself like a dog. ‘I’m bloody soaked!’

Subdued by the initial shock, Emma got to her knees and looked up at Nelly, all the while coughing and spluttering, her long chestnut hair hanging limp and bedraggled over her shoulders. When she saw Nelly’s outrage and witnessed her frantically shaking her long skirt while at the same time swearing and cursing enough to frighten hardened criminals, Emma thought of her own ludicrous position and an old saying sprang to mind – ‘Oh dear God, the gift to gi’ us, to see ourselves as others see us.’ In a minute she had fallen back to the ground and was laughing out loud.

‘Yer silly cow!’ yelled Nelly, throwing the damp flannel at her. ‘I only wanted a cat-lick . . . not a bleedin’ bath!’ Whereupon she too began roaring with laughter. It was quite some time before they had regained their composure sufficiently to clean up and refill the bowl with fresh water for Emma’s wash. Unlike Nelly, Emma preferred to strip down to her camisoles for a thorough scrubbing and, having rolled about the floor, then been doused with dirty water, Emma took longer than usual at her daily ritual.

Some time later the two of them emerged from the stables. Having discarded her grey work-frock with its over-pinnie, Emma looked delightful in a plain blue dress with a small bustle on the skirt and crisp white frills about the cuffs and neck. Her thick chestnut hair was well brushed and drawn into a shining, most fetching coil at the nape of her neck. Her face was bright and lovely and her strong grey eyes brimmed with the steadfast confidence that set her apart from others.

Nelly, however, did not present such a striking picture. Oh, it was true that her thin brown hair had also been brushed with vigour. But, being under closer scrutiny of the prison authorities, and on more than one occasion having earned the punishment that dictated her locks be shorn, her hair did not enjoy the length that might cause it to lie smoothly against her head. Instead, it stood up and out in little wispy bunches which gave her the odd appearance of having just received a fright. Not being one for dainty things and ‘feminine fripperies’, Nelly was therefore proud of her heavy buttoned boots which came up to her calf. At one time, when Emma had pointed out that there was no need to wear such clumsy, uncomfortable things in the heat of the summer sun, Nelly had been adamant that she would wear nothing else. ‘I’d wear an even longer pair if I could get me hands on ’em,’ she retorted; ‘I ain’t having no bloody snakes nor spiders running up my legs!’ However, she did gratefully accept a brown calico dress which had, until recently, been Emma’s best one. It was of the very same style that Emma was wearing now, except the frills at the cuffs and neck were black instead of white. Also, Nelly was some inches taller than Emma, therefore the ankles of her boots were visible to the world, even though Emma had twice let the dress hem down for her. But, all in all, she was presentable and, as she put her arm through the crook of Nelly’s elbow, Emma cared not who might look down on her friend. The prospect never worried Nelly either!

‘Mind you’re not on the streets after the curfew bell!’ the duty officer warned, simultaneously noting down their intention to stroll along to Arthur’s Head. As they hurried away, he took his eyes from the book and fixed his suspicious gaze at Nelly’s retreating figure. ‘I wouldn’t mind betting a week’s grog that you’ll be in trouble before long, girlie . . . it’s about that time,’ he chuckled, shaking his head and leaning back in his chair to take a long choking draw from his clay pipe; he was soon engulfed in great billowing clouds of smoke.

Following the old tramway route, Nelly and Emma sauntered along at a leisurely pace . . . down Henderson Street, along Essex Street and down towards the bay. ‘This is the time of day I love best,’ said Emma, shielding her eyes with the back of her hand as she looked upwards to where the seagulls soared above them. In spite of the fact that she was imprisoned in this vast, sparsely-inhabited island of Australia, Emma could not help but be deeply drawn towards its primitive beauty. There was an awesome savagery about it that struck at the heart and inspired the mind. It was a land of turquoise seas and vivid blue skies which merged together on the horizon, creating a sense of greatness and eternity. No mere human eye could ever hope fully to comprehend the vastness of it all, for in every direction the sky stretched, never ending and seeming to engulf those insignificant specks below, who both feared and marvelled at its majesty. Immediately inland from Fremantle to Perth, the landscape was sandy and gently undulating, relieved here and there by weird and wonderful trees, patches of shrub and rapidly growing signs of denser civilisation, with a number of the original timber and bark-roofed buildings being constantly replaced by the more permanent brick and stone buildings. There were also a number of splendid examples of architecture, such as the round-house and other buildings constructed by the convicts. The lunatic asylum, the road-traffic bridge and their own prison were such landmarks.

There were creatures here such as Emma had never seen before – kangaroos, brilliantly coloured birds, and even camels brought in from the desert countries. Most were friendly, but there were those which were not, such as certain snakes and spiders. Also a number of the dark-skinned natives whose resentment of the white man’s intrusion on their shores was not entirely appeased. And everywhere the nostrils were assailed by the fresh pungent smell of the sea, so marked as to be almost a taste on the tongue.

Intent on appearing friendly towards a group of aborigines, two of whom were dressed in their traditional kangaroo-skin boukas – the other, a young male, wearing European trousers – Emma was startled by Nelly’s jubilant cry as her attention was drawn in another direction. ‘Look at that . . . the buggers are naked!’ Whereupon she gripped Emma by the arm and propelled her in the direction of Bathers Bay. ‘They’re naked, I tell yer . . . bare as the day they were born. We’ve got to get a closer look, gal!’ she told Emma in an excited voice, her brown eyes laughing, mischievously. ‘It’s been a while since I saw a fella in all his prime an’ glory!’

Sure enough, Nelly was right. As Emma stared in the direction in which Nelly was rushing her at great speed, she too saw the group of swimmers in Bathers Bay. There must have been upwards of ten men, all shouting and frolicking one with the other, and all stark naked!

‘Nelly!’ Emma forced them both to a halt. ‘We can’t go down there. You can’t go down there.’ She saw the defiance in Nelly’s eyes that told her the temptation was much too great to resist, and to hell with the consequences. Yet Emma was equally adamant that they would about-turn and make off in the opposite direction. ‘Don’t be a fool, Nelly,’ she told her. ‘You were warned that if you were brought before the Governor just once more, you’d be thrown in the lockup.’ By this time the men had seen them, and had grown even more excited and rowdy. ‘Come on, girlies . . . take a look, we don’t mind,’ one of them yelled, clambering from the water and brazenly displaying himself. Whereupon the others laughed encouragement that they ‘needn’t be shy.’

In a minute, Emma had succeeded in dragging the reluctant Nelly away and out of sight of the bathers. ‘Cor, bugger me, gal,’ protested Nelly, ‘it wouldn’t have hurt to watch from a safe distance.’ Emma made no comment. Instead, she hurried towards South Bay. Once there, she sat down in the sand, with Nelly sitting cross-legged beside her, irritatedly clutching up fists full of sand and throwing it into the air, where the light breeze caught it and deposited it back into their laps.

After a while, when Nelly’s attention was taken with the lapping of the water against the sand, Emma lay back, settled herself comfortably and closed her eyes. Of a sudden she was back in England, and her heart was gladdened by warm, if painful, memories. The image of Marlow filled her being and she was standing beside him on the colourful barge which had been his home. Oh, how plainly she could see him: that strong lithe body so often stretched to breaking point in his labours at the docks. In her mind’s eye, Emma ran her fingers through his thick dark hair. She lovingly returned the smile from those black passionate eyes which had always seemed to see right into her very soul. Now his arms were about her. His warm tantalising mouth brushed her hair, her ears and, in one exquisite moment, he was kissing her with such ardour that made her tremble. With a shock, Emma sat up to find that, even in the heat of the evening sun, she was shivering violently. Both Nelly and she had been disturbed by an intruder.

When that intruder stepped forward, it was with a feeling of disgust that Emma recognised the tall handsome figure of Foster Thomas. He was not alone. Quickly, Emma got to her feet. ‘What do you want?’ she demanded, at the same time shaking the sand from her skirt and casting her angry grey eyes over his two rough-looking companions. One was tall, painfully thin and had an old jagged scar from eye to ear; the other was of medium height, stocky with a dark surly expression. Both had thick bushy beards, both wore flat wide-brimmed hats and chequered shirts, with dark serviceable trousers. ‘Swag men,’ thought Emma, as she met their arrogant stares unflinchingly.

Foster Thomas twisted his mouth into a crooked smile. ‘Me and the blokes . . . we reckoned you and Nelly might be glad of a little company,’ he said with a low laugh, at the same time reaching out to rest his hand on her shoulder. As he leaned forward with the intention of encircling Emma’s tiny waist with his arm, the smell of stale booze on his breath was nauseating. His deep blue eyes were little more than slits as they bored down on her, betraying his lecherous intentions and instantly putting Emma on her guard. ‘You’re drunk!’ She spat the words out vehemently, at the same time twisting away from him with such speed and agility that she caused him to lose his balance. When the two bushmen thought it so amusing that they began sniggering and pointing to Foster Thomas as he struggled to remain upright, the smile slipped from his face and was replaced with a particularly determined and vicious expression. ‘You little bastard!’ he snarled, lurching forward to grasp at Emma’s swiftly departing figure.

In her indignation and urgency to get away, Emma lost sight of Nelly. Pausing to look back, she was horrified to see that her hapless friend had made no move to follow her, but instead was shamelessly taking delight in having all three men dance attendance on her. Foster Thomas, in particular, was handling Nelly with a deal of intimacy, which was greatly intensified when he saw that Emma was hurriedly making her way back towards them.

‘What in God’s name are you thinking of?’ Emma demanded of Nelly, whom she thought seemed to be as intoxicated as the men when she began blushing and giggling at Foster Thomas’s over-amorous advances.

‘This girlie knows how to be grateful for a man’s attentions,’ he sniggered, holding Nelly closer and winking knowingly at the other men, who appeared to be thoroughly enjoying themselves.

‘That’s right,’ rejoined the stocky fellow, sidling up to Emma and running his tongue round his dry lips. ‘Like a dog going for a chop,’ thought Emma as he stood, legs astride in front of her. ‘Now then me beauty . . . how about you showing me what you’re made of, eh?’ In a minute he would have had her fast in his grip, but in that same instant Emma had swung her arm out sideways and, before he realised her intention, had brought her fist across his ear with a resounding thud. As he staggered back, his hand clapped to his throbbing ear and a string of foul language issuing from his mouth, the second man ran forward to lock his two arms about Emma and swing her bodily into the air. ‘She’s got spirit, has this one!’ he laughed. ‘She’ll do fer me!’ No sooner were the words out of his mouth than Foster Thomas had landed his fist in it. ‘Take your filthy bloody paws off her!’ he yelled, as the fellow released Emma and, confronting his assailant with a furious expression, he invited in a low growl, ‘So! That’s the way, is it? . . . C’mon then, me bucko . . . let’s have it out!’

In a minute the two of them were locked in combat, the one pounding his bunched fist time and time again into the other’s stomach, and the other with his fingertips digging into his opponent’s fleshy eyeballs with every intention of gouging but his very eyes. The third fellow, having miraculously recovered, was hopping up and down, screaming encouragement, first to one, then the other. Nelly did the same.

Never one to miss an opportunity, Emma lost no time in grabbing hold of Nelly who, by the degree of resistance she put up, would much have preferred to stay and watch the fight than run away with what she considered to be the cause of it. ‘Ye slapped him good, Emma!’ she cried, jubilantly lashing the air with her fists. ‘Fetched him a right bleedin’ clap aside o’ the ear, y’did.’ She was beside herself with excitement, and though Emma made every effort to remain above it all, she could only sustain her indignation as far as the old cemetery, when she paused, breathless, against some unfortunate soul’s headstone. ‘Oh, Nelly, Nelly!’ she said, the smile already creeping into her eyes and lifting the comers of her mouth. ‘I’m supposed to be the sensible one, who keeps you on the straight and narrow.’ The smile broke into a small laugh.

‘And you do,’ Nelly assured her, pausing to catch her breath from the fast and furious pace with which Emma had propelled her from the fracas on the beach. ‘It’s just a bloody shame that being kept on the “straight and narrer” don’t allow fer a bit o’ fun! Just now and then . . . I might like ter throw caution ter the wind and join forces wi’ the devil.’ When Emma rightfully reminded her that in encouraging a grog-sodden lout like Foster Thomas she was doing just that, Nelly retorted, ‘Handsome devil, though, eh?’ And in her twinkling brown eyes was a deep thinking expression which Emma had not seen before.

Nelly’s remark both astonished and disturbed Emma very deeply. But she made no comment, other than to say it must be coming up to curfew time and they should be on their way.

No sooner had Emma made the observation than the curfew bell rang out, warning all bonded persons that they must be off the street. Emma hoped she and Nelly would not be challenged by an officer because, while she herself was able to show her ticket-of-leave, Nelly was already under suspicion, and being caught out even one minute after curfew could well cost her dear. As the two of them hurried towards Thomas’s store, Emma led the way round the back streets, fearful that at any minute an officer would come upon them. Every now and then there would ring out the challenge, ‘Bond or free?’ as others, less artful, were stopped in the busier streets adjacent. Only when Emma had manoeuvred Nelly on to the porch of the store did she breathe a sigh of relief.

‘You really do play fast and loose with the law, don’t you?’ came the thin, tired voice from a wicker chair in the far corner where the trellis was much higher. Mrs Thomas was very rarely persuaded to come and sit out of an evening, but, when she did, it was on three conditions: it had to be past curfew ‘when the criminals amongst us are safely out of the way’; it had to be almost twilight so she could sit in the shadows; and, her high-backed wicker chair had to be positioned securely in that particular corner where the trellis was highest, so the shadows would be that much deeper. Now, when her voice piped out on the sultry evening air, Emma gave a start . . . her heart still beating fast from the fear that she and Nelly would be stopped after curfew.

‘Oh, Mrs Thomas!’ she gasped, putting her hand to her heart. ‘You gave me a fright.’

‘And you gave me a right turn an’ all!’ joined in Nelly, whose face had gone an odd shade of parchment.

‘Well now, I am sorry,’ laughed Mrs Thomas, and Emma likened the sound of her laughter to the soft tinkling of the water in the Leeds and Liverpool Canal back home; that gentle, delightful sound that was made with the smooth passage of a laden barge as it gently churned up the water beneath. But then, everything was ‘gentle’ about poor Mrs Thomas. She was a tiny pathetic creature now, sitting in that high-backed chair like a duchess of old, or a china doll who was much too frail and exquisite to play with. Emma thought that Violet Thomas must have been a very beautiful lady when she was young, for she had finely sculptured bones and long delicate fingers. Her hair, though snow-white now, was still rich and thick with deep attractive natural curls, which even the scraped-back and severe hairstyle could not disguise. Her eyes were large and soft, as blue in colour as the sky, but they were filled with sorrow, always heavy with pain, and something akin to tragedy perhaps, a kind of deep inner suffering almost as though, even when the finely etched wrinkles on the face were lifted in a smile, the eyes remained haunted.

‘Are you all right out here on your own?’ questioned Emma, not liking the idea of leaving her seated here alone. ‘Where’s Mr Thomas?’ she added with concern, at the same time coming closer to assure herself that the thin little figure was encased in a blanket, for there wasn’t enough fat on Mrs Thomas’s bones to keep her warm . . . sunshine or not. She needn’t have worried though because, as always, Mr Thomas or Rita Hughes had taken good care of the lady’s needs. There was a rug carefully draped about her legs, and a soft shawl wrapped about her small shoulders.

‘Please . . . go to your beds.’ The long, fine fingers waved into the air in a gesture of dismissal. ‘Mr Thomas will be here presently, and I would rather you didn’t fuss.’ Her voice was sharper now, and the words came in short, tired little bursts. Emma sensed that, as always appeared to be the way, she and Nelly were not wanted by Mrs Thomas. That invisible barrier, which she so cleverly created, had been drawn up between them. They were being sent on their way and, not for the first time, Emma suspected that it was because they were convicts. Although Violet Thomas had never made or intimated the slightest complaint of such a nature regarding the two assignees who worked about the house and shop and who resided in the room behind the stables, her strong condemnation of ‘the criminal element thrust among us’ was well known. Emma therefore went out of her way not to antagonise her employer’s wife, and she implored Nelly to do the same.

Emma would have liked to have been on closer terms with Mrs Thomas, because she knew her to be a lady, and she also felt something of the other woman’s deep desire to go home to England ‘to live out my days under a cloudy sky and to sup afternoon tea in a more genteel atmosphere’. Many times she had been heard pleading her cause to her husband and, as many times, Mr Thomas had been heard to promise, ‘Soon, Violet, soon . . . When we’ve made our fortunes, for I’m sure you don’t wish to starve under a cloudy sky, do you now, eh?’ His wife never gave an answer, nor did she make any response within his hearing. Instead, they seemed to converse less, to drift further apart, and to execute a strange verbal dance whereby each might broach a subject close to their hearts; he of his store and business, she of England and her desire to return. Then the other would nod, smile and make meaningless noises, after which a great painful silence would envelop them, as they each retreated into their own precious dreams. Emma thought it sad that they could not find it in their hearts to share the same dream. However, she sympathised with Mrs Thomas’s obsession to return to England, because Emma herself had been possessed of that same obsession ever since being so cruelly and unjustly taken from her old homeland. Yet she had never once allowed this obsession to become so deeply rooted that it ravaged her entirely, as was the case with Mrs Thomas. Emma had deliberately thrown herself into her work, always striving towards that ultimate freedom which she knew must one day be hers. In so occupying her mind and thoughts, she had deliberately suppressed her heart’s desire, always aware that it was futile to dwell on it too deeply in the early years. Now though, with seven years of her sentence behind her, the realisation of once more being in charge of her own destiny was in sight.

Day and night, Emma’s thoughts had begun to dwell on her freedom. Her heart would tremble at the prospect and her spirit was charged with such great anticipation and excitement that there were times when she could hardly contain herself. At these times, and often in the dark small hours when she was unable to sleep, she would get up from her bed to pace back and forth across the room like a caged creature. After a while, when the desperate emotions retreated and other, more tender, emotions flooded her heart, she would go to the window and gaze out across the moonlit sky. Then tears would flow unheeded down her face. Thoughts of home would storm her senses, pulling her first this way, then that, until she could hardly bear it. ‘Oh, dear God,’ she would murmur, ‘will it ever come right for me again?’ She longed for Marlow’s arms about her, but even if in three years’ time by some fortune or miracle there was the money and freedom to return to England, how would she find him? And, if she did find him, would he still love her? After all, she had deliberately spurned him in favour of another man even though, unbeknown to Marlow, it was for his own protection. Then there was the fact that she was a convict, charged and marked with a terrible crime. Oh, and what of the child she had borne him, and which was lost to them both? How could any man forgive her? The torture never ended for Emma. But she prayed that it would one day, otherwise there was no reason to go on.

‘Emma!’ The voice cut sharply across Emma’s turbulent thoughts. ‘Mrs Thomas has a mind to sit out a while longer. You and Nelly get off to bed.’ Mr Thomas had returned from inside and he was quickly aware that his wife was becoming agitated by the presence of the two young women. ‘Off you go,’ he urged as Emma bade his wife a good night. ‘Go on . . . go on. I’ll see to her when she’s ready to go back upstairs.’

‘Miserable old bugger, that Mrs Thomas,’ remarked Nelly, pulling off her clothes and getting quickly into her own narrow wooden bed. ‘Anybody’d think we’d got the bleedin’ plague . . . the way she starts panicking every time we get within arm’s length of her!’ She was greatly peeved and Emma’s reply that ‘we must make allowances for her’ made no difference to Nelly’s mood. ‘Well, I ain’t mekkin’ no allowances for the old sod,’ she retorted, blowing out the candle which was on the cupboard by her bed. ‘It were her sort as pushed me into crime when I were a kid. Look down on yer, they do. Won’t give yer no work, in case yer cut their throats at the first opportunity!’ Then her mood quickly changed, she told Emma to ‘sleep tight . . . mind the bed-bugs don’t bite’, and was soon fast asleep, the gentle rhythm of her soft snoring seeming a comfortable and homely sound to Emma as she lay in her own bed.

There was no sleep in Emma just yet, only a strange sense of quiet. Sometimes, she wished she could be more like Nelly, because nothing worried her for very long. She had no driving ambitions, no real grudges to bear, and no one person in her heart who could tear it apart. Here Emma checked herself. How did she know whether Nelly secretly loved anybody in particular? What about the way she enjoyed Foster Thomas’s attentions today, and what of the remark she made about him being ‘a handsome devil’? The very possibility that Nelly might be quietly attracted to that man filled Emma with dread. Indeed, it was too horrible to contemplate, for Emma truly believed that such a man as Foster Thomas would take the greatest delight in destroying someone as devoted and vulnerable as Nelly. Emma prayed that, if Nelly really did feel a certain attraction towards him, she would never let it be known to him, or he would likely take her to the depths and leave her there.

With this disturbing thought in mind and with the intention of warning Nelly the very next morning, Emma leaned over in her bed to blow out her candle. She closed her eyes and forced her mind to more pleasant dreams. Of a sudden Emma realised how tiredness had crept up on her. She was ready for sleep.
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