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        They’ll turn me in your arms, lady, Into an esk and an adder.

        But hold me fast and fear me not, I’ll be your bairn’s father.

      

        

      
        They’ll turn me into a bear sae grim, And then a lion bold

        But hold me fast and fear me not, And ye shall love your child.

      

        

      
        Again they’ll turn me in your arms, To a red hot gand of airn,

        But hold me fast and fear me not, I’ll do you nae harm.

      

        

      
        At last they’ll turn me in your arms, Into a burning gleed,

        Then throw me into well water, O throw me in with speed.

      

        

      
        And then I’ll be your ain true-love, I’ll turn a naked knight:

        Then cover me wi your green mantle, And cover me out of sight.

      

        

      
        ‘Tamlane’—Robert Burns
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        Deptford – 30 August 1841

      

      

      Silence. Bridie glanced back over her shoulder, no feet crunching on the dirty cinders, no shadow shift in the dormitories. On tiptoes, she prised open the locker door. It rasped, the sound like a hacksaw in the empty yard. She froze, waited, eased her notebook from its hiding place.

      If only it wasn’t so big—breadboard big, and bound in thick brown leather. Her dad should have realised it would be difficult to hide. No, her dad wasn’t to blame. He didn’t know he was going to die. Or that she would emigrate to Port Phillip without him. He certainly couldn’t have imagined Ma still hating him, even now, eighteen months after his passing.

      ‘Alf Bustle!’ She heard her stepfather’s name called.

      Bridie bundled the notebook into her flannel petticoat and shoved it to the bottom of her emigrant-issue canvas bag. Its corners bulged. She tweaked at the fabric, shifted her wad of scrap paper and stepped back to survey her handiwork. It would pass, so long as Ma didn’t check her bag ‘one last time’ before boarding.

      ‘Bridie! Where’s Bridie?’ Ma’s voice shrilled out from the mess hall.

      ‘Here,’ Bridie called, wriggling through the family groups awaiting their boarding call.

      ‘For goodness sake. Where have you been? And why did you take that bag again? Anyone would think it held the queen’s own wardrobe, the way you’re hovering over it—not spare petticoats and cotton shifts.’

      ‘I’m fine. Keep your voice down. I had to go to the privy.’

      ‘Again! Anyone would think you were costive. And that bag looks like it’s been dragged through the dust. You haven’t been upsetting things, I hope?’

      ‘No.’

      Ma’s eyes narrowed. ‘Three days, we’ve been at the emigrant depot. Three days, with you fidgeting about like a dog with fleas. I don’t know what you’re up to, Bridie, but there’s something you’re not telling me.’

      ‘I’m nervous, that’s all. About the journey.’

      ‘Your ma’s nervous too.’ Alf’s big, blunt hand grasped her shoulder. ‘She’s scarcely slept a wink these past nights for worrying we’ve left something behind.’

      ‘Well, I haven’t. So she can stop meddling. I’m old enough to look after my own belongings.’

      ‘Your ma’s expecting, lass. We must make allowances.’

      Allowances! It was like travelling with the one-eyed crone of Ben Nevis. Bridie shrugged, dislodging Alf’s hand. He was always interfering in a big, dopey old-dog way, as if he could somehow worm himself into her dad’s place.

      She fell into line ahead of Rhys and Siân Bevan, the young Welsh couple assigned to their mess of ten people.

      Siân Bevan was raven-haired and dainty, like a fairy, and although her baby was due around Christmas, like Ma’s, she didn’t seem nearly as fractious. Her husband Rhys was a musician, like Bridie’s dad. More than once, while listening to the strains of his violin above the clamour of the mess hall, Bridie had fancied herself the focus of his intense, dark gaze. As if he’d somehow guessed her secret, or been gifted with second sight—seeing beyond her nervous locker-side vigil and the ship-board routines of the emigrant depot and into her world. He hadn’t, of course. This was real life, not one of her dad’s fairy tales. Yet as the line of emigrants left the depot’s grey stone walls, his gaze seemed to prickle the back of her neck.

      Bridie fixed her eyes straight ahead, resisting the urge to shift the weight of her bag, or glance down to check whether the notebook’s corners were making peaks in the canvas. As they trudged through the miry streets of Deptford, the rasp and chink of the naval dockyards was replaced by the trundling of a brewer’s cart and the urine stink of tanneries. Dockworkers leered and pointed from the doorways of grimy taverns. Pot boys shoved past, eager to collect their coin. Women winked, wiping blood-red hands on their aprons. Bridie clutched her bag strings, fearing she might slip on the glistening cobbles at the entrance to Butchers’ Row.

      At the slick green steps of the watergate, they were hailed by a grinning, gap-toothed waterman whose plush cap didn’t quite cover his large weathered ears. Alf balanced, feet apart on the steps above the tideline. He took Ma’s bag and helped her into the waiting wherry. It rocked.

      Ma shrieked. ‘Lord, Alf! I’m going to drown.’

      ‘Don’t panic. Here, Mary love, take the waterman’s hand.’

      Ma clutched his hand, took a series of teetering steps, and lowered herself into the wherry. Alf stepped down, Thames water lapping at his boots, and passed Ma’s bag to the waterman. Twisting round, he held out a hand to Bridie. She staggered back, clutching her bag to her chest. Here was a danger unforeseen.

      ‘Oh, for goodness sake,’ Ma called from the river. ‘Hand over the bag. Alf won’t run away with your small clothes.’

      ‘It’s fine, Ma. I can manage.’

      ‘Don’t be nervous,’ Alf added. ‘I’m here to catch you.’

      She wasn’t nervous. At least, not about falling into the Thames. Her notebook weighed a ton. Would Alf notice? Maybe not. He was pretty stupid. But, no, she couldn’t take the risk. She stepped forward, determined to brazen it out, then felt a slender hand grasp her shoulder.

      ‘If you don’t mind, Mr Bustle, I’d like to settle my wife Siân on the boat first.’ Rhys turned, a smile arching his brow. ‘That’s if Miss Bridie doesn’t object?’

      A smile. What was he playing at? Now she’d have to front up to Alf all over again. Meanwhile, Ma’s eyes were tight as buttonholes. Bridie shuffled backwards. Rhys helped Siân into the wherry, passed her his violin and canvas bags, and swivelled back round.

      ‘Your turn, Bridie Stewart.’

      ‘Mine?’

      ‘I’ll hold your bag while you step into the boat.’

      ‘Oh.’ A short giddy breath. Her hand shook as she held the bag out to him. He swung it onto his shoulder and winked. She blinked. Had she imagined it? No, his eyes were alight in an oh-so-serious face. She grinned, bunched her skirts, and clambered into the waiting wherry. Rhys leapt in behind her, plunked the bag at her feet and sank down on the bench opposite. That was it—all over in the sleight of his hand. Bridie traced the outline of her notebook through its layers of padding. Perhaps there would still be some magic in her world after all.

      [image: ]

      Their ship, Lady Sophia, was anchored about forty feet out from the watergate. Her curved wooden sides cast the wherry into a damp shade as they pulled alongside. A whiskery sailor lowered a wooden plank seat for the women who were expecting. Siân took her place and, with a series of heaves and chants, was hoisted up onto the ship’s main deck. Then it was Ma’s turn to board. Her shrieks joined the mournful cry of gulls as the plank seat swung up into the air and disappeared over the side of the ship.

      Alf stood, face to the sky, bellowing his encouragement.

      ‘Thank you,’ Bridie mouthed as Rhys helped her fasten her bag to the end of a hook.

      He nodded, his face seeming to pale as he glanced at the rope ladder. ‘You first, Bridie Stewart.’

      The ladder swayed. Bridie’s head swirled. No! She mustn’t panic. Taking a firm hold of the rung, she began to climb, desperate to reach the top before Ma started checking their luggage.

      A gnarled hand helped her step from the ladder on to Lady Sophia’s main deck. Pausing to catch her breath, Bridie saw sailors hauling on ropes; barrels and boxes were being lowered into the cargo hold of the ship, along with sacks, freshly sawn timber, hens in coops, sheep trussed and waiting, while a carpenter with nails in his mouth made finishing touches to a series of pens. She scarcely had time to take it all in before the next boatload of emigrants surged up the ladder. She grabbed her bag and joined the group gathered at the hatchway.

      Steerage was a long, low, tunnel-like compartment squeezed between the main deck and the cargo hold of the ship. Narrow timber bunks lined the perimeter. A table with fixed wooden benches ran like a train track down the centre of the deck, but there were no cupboards or lockers, apart from the privy closets. No bulkheads to separate the families from the single men berthed in the forward part of the ship. Not even a curtain to shield the single girls in the after part of the deck. Only a low, thin partition separated one bed from the next.

      At the sight of it, Ma laid her head on Alf’s shoulder and wept.

      She wasn’t the only one to break down on seeing their accommodation. All around Bridie, women fumbled for hankies while husbands shoved hands in their pockets and tried to keep a smile in place.

      Bridie felt her own eyes begin to mist.

      No, she mustn’t cry. She had to find a hiding place for her notebook. But how? And where, in this un-private space?

      Weak sunlight struggled through the hatchways and scuttle holes. In between, murky oil lamps cast hazy circles of light. Bridie shoved her way through the press of people, squinted at the name labels affixed to each bed-end, and found her berth in the family section, amidships. Stepping onto the bench, she hoisted herself into the top bunk she’d be sharing with Annie Bowles.

      By rights, seventeen-year-old Annie should have been travelling unaccompanied, like the other single girls. But for some reason her vinegar-lipped aunt had offered Alf a gratuity to act as her niece’s guardian. She would stay with them until she found work in Port Phillip, so long as she remained helpful and obedient. Bridie didn’t think the latter would be a problem. Annie kept her head down and her eyes lowered when she spoke, probably due to the livid smallpox scarring on her face.

      Bridie ran her fingers along the edge of their straw mattress. The bottom boards were slats, no hope of tucking the notebook beneath. Besides, Alf and Ma were sleeping in the bunk directly below hers. She couldn’t risk it plopping down on their heads.

      Annie smiled, jerking her chin towards an overhead beam. ‘There’s a peg. Hang your bag next to mine. I won’t touch it, I promise.’

      Bridie flushed, ducking her head. Had she been that obvious? Did everyone know she was hiding something? Not just the second-sighted Rhys Bevan.

      ‘I’d offer to help … But if your Ma found out, she’d be cross, I think.’

      Cross wasn’t the word for it. Ma would be furious. Just like she’d been that final Christmas. Her dad had been so happy that night—no whisky scent to his breath, or slurred speech, only the fever flush of his cheeks to speak of a long and bitter illness. One minute he’d stood, eyes a shine, brandishing a flat, brown paper package. Next thing Ma’s face had become ugly and twisted.

      ‘We can’t afford gifts,’ she’d snapped, ‘with you forever drinking.’

      ‘It’s a notebook, for her stories,’ her dad yelled back. ‘Why must you always spoil things?’

      In the end he left, slamming the door behind him. Bridie lay awake, listening for the returning stumble of his feet on the landing. He didn’t climb the stairs that night, or ever again. When they carried him home the next day, he’d turned blue with cold. Three days later he was dead.
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      Rhys didn’t follow them down the ladder into steerage. Once Siân had made up their lower bunk next to Alf and Ma’s, she took his dinner plate onto the main deck. After a hasty meal of mutton and potatoes, Annie followed, along with the rest of steerage. Bridie longed to join them. To get a final glimpse of London before Doctor Roberts, the ship’s surgeon, arrived and the tugboats towed them down the river. But she couldn’t risk leaving her notebook unguarded. The glint in Ma’s eyes signalled imminent danger.

      ‘Have you made up your bed yet?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Well, for goodness sake, leave that bag alone for ten minutes. Come on, there’s a good girl. Help me scrub this table.’

      Bridie scrubbed until her arms ached, not only their section of the table, the entire length of steerage. Ma pulled out beakers and quart pots and wiped them with a damp cloth. After which, she tutted at the miry deck-boards and set Bridie to work with a broom. Ma followed with a dustpan and brush, even poking her nose into the male and female hospitals at either end of the deck.

      By suppertime, Doctor Roberts still hadn’t arrived. Bridie and Annie set the table. Ma ladled leftover stew onto their plates. Their messmate, Pam Griggs, tied bibs around her children’s necks. By the time Rhys and Siân joined them, supper was well underway. Though, it was hard to believe Rhys was the same young man who had winked on the watergate stairs. He didn’t talk during supper, or smile, not even once. Though she told him her dad had been Scottish (a bit like Welsh) and had played the flute at Drury Lane. Rhys’s white-knuckled hands gripped the raised table edge. His dark eyes seemed to stare right through her. Halfway through dinner, he lurched to his feet, grabbed his violin from his bunk, and stumbled towards the hatchway.

      Siân’s anxious eyes followed him along the deck.

      After supper, the ship’s mate announced that Doctor Roberts had been unexpectedly delayed. They would spend their first shipboard night anchored on the foetid brown waters of the Thames. People muttered and cursed, pulling out maps, diaries and letter books to while away the hours. As the day’s shadows lengthened into the purple of early evening, light from the scuttles and hatchways faded. Groups huddled over mugs of tea, talking of home and the ones they had left behind. Others slapped newfound companions on the back and recited the virtues of Port Phillip like a creed. Some, like Ma, held back a fresh flow of tears.

      ‘I’m looking forward to it,’ Pam Griggs said, pushing a straggle of hair back from her face.

      Ma nodded, summoning a smile. She clearly didn’t trust herself to speak.

      ‘It’ll be warm and sunny. No problem getting the clothes dry.’

      Still no answer from Ma.

      ‘Tom wants to work as a station hand. A man can earn forty pounds a year working out in the bush. Imagine that! No more strikes or fretting about the rent, no more haggling over the price of bread. We’ll eat meat three times a day.’

      Ma didn’t care about the money. Bridie could tell. Or about the meat. She certainly didn’t care about Tom Griggs’ job. Her chin quivered as she stared down into her milky mug of tea. Bridie might have felt sorry for her, if not for the notebook. But, really, it served Ma right. She ought to have thought before she decided to emigrate. Before she married Alf. He’d been on about Port Phillip from the beginning. Long before Bridie’s dad died, when he was simply another lodger in the house. A big, dull, friendly man who spoke of lost opportunities, endless hours working in the market shop, and the need to make a fresh start.

      In the end, Ma had married Alf—and agreed to emigrate, although she wasn’t content. The idea of sailing halfway round the world frightened her, as did living in a strange, back-to-front place without cobbles, carriages or shops. Mostly she worried about the baby. Bridie wondered whether this one would live.

      Her eyes found the back hatch. It would be nice to go on deck, see the river at dusk. Ma didn’t look capable of bag inspections this evening and Pam Griggs’ bird-like chatter showed absolutely no sign of ceasing. Yes, why not?

      [image: ]

      The main deck was cool and quiet after the close, dark fug of steerage; the ship’s three great masts tall and stark like winter trees against the dusk-lit sky. Laughter and pipe smoke curled up from the sailors’ quarters beneath the fo’c’s’le. A horse whinnied in its makeshift stable. Through her half-open door, Bridie glimpsed Mrs Scarcebrook, the ship’s pretty-as-a-china-doll matron, reading in her deckhouse cabin.

      Between deckhouse and horsebox, two small boats lay lengthwise in preparation for the morning’s departure. A hound had been kennelled beneath one of the boats. The other filled with cages of ruffling hens.

      Bridie gazed out over the blackened river. Mills turned slowly on the Isle of Dogs opposite. Small piers and granaries broke the smooth, dark silhouette of its shoreline; the sight strange and foreign, as if they had already crossed an ocean. Somewhere, beyond the docks, mudflats and the City of London, lay the cobbled streets of Covent Garden. The streets her dad had walked, their lodging house within calling distance of the theatres. The musical, magical cellar where she’d etched his fairy tales onto the crisp new pages of her notebook and run her finger over his final message and still felt his presence, long after he was gone.

      She didn’t know how long she stood there, only that the light thickened and the night air fell like a chill shawl on her shoulders. Turning back towards the hatchway, she heard an eerie drawn-out sound from beyond the deckhouse. She halted, nerves feathering her spine. A long, slow note pierced the evening. The fiddle? Ah! Rhys. He was playing an air, an-oh-so familiar air, from the Beggars’ Opera. One her dad had played so many times—towards the end with tears coursing his cheeks.

      She walked slowly toward the sound.

      In the shadow of the deckhouse she stopped, her breath coming hard and fast. Every piece of music held a story, her dad told her—a thread that attached itself to the heart. She’d become attuned to those threads, growing up to the strains of Mozart’s Magic Flute, and Purcell’s music for The Tempest, hearing tales of fairy queens, Arabian nights and midsummer dreams—and this was a sad song, quite apart from Peachum and his cronies in the Beggars’ Opera. A long haunting melody that spoke of a sadness and longing.

      Head bent, eyes closed, Rhys’s lashes made a smudge against the night-white of his cheeks. It might have been the melody, or simply her fear of discovery. Maybe the memories of her dad. But she saw a struggle in the lines of his body that went beyond the music. Something in the long, measured stroke of his bow that put her in mind a sapling bent hard by the wind. She found herself dissolving at the sight.

      She stood for an age, with her fist jammed in her mouth, trying not to sob aloud. Forever, it seemed, until the music drew to a gentle close. She didn’t clap, though his performance surely deserved it. She turned quietly to leave.

      ‘It’s called “Ar Hyd y Nos”,’ his soft voice followed. “All through the Night”, you might say in English.’

      Bridie stopped, hugging her arms to her chest.

      ‘Welsh, it was, long before Gay made use of it in his opera. A love song, recorded by Mr Jones in his Relicks of the Welsh Bards. I’ve heard it many a time, though I’m not convinced of the lyrics. It speaks sorrow to me, quite apart from the romance. Death, perhaps, or ambition gone wrong? A secret? What do you say, Bridie Stewart? Am I being fanciful on the eve of a long and difficult journey?’

      He knew. How did he know she’d been listening?

      ‘I’ll not force you to speak, bach. Only seeking your thoughts, as you’re haunting the deck along with me.’

      Silence. He waited. She stepped forward, pulse thrumming.

      ‘I can’t stay out long, Mr Bevan, because of Ma. But I liked your playing and I agree about the melody. It speaks sorrow to me too.’

      ‘Indeed!’

      ‘My dad was a theatre musician. So I’ve heard that tune loads of times. I’ve always fancied it a lament—for a fairy who had died.’ She stopped, aware of how foolish that must sound. For some reason, she didn’t want to appear foolish before this soft voiced young man with truth-seeing eyes. ‘I suppose, if there are Welsh words written in a book, I might be wrong. About the fairies, I mean. Not about the sorrow.’

      He laughed. ‘You mustn’t apologise, Bridie Stewart. Where I come from, beauty is often attributed to the fairies.’

      Was he in earnest? She peeped up at him through her lowered lashes. Found his smile, a pair of warm, dark eyes, an eyebrow raised in query. But how to explain about her dad’s love of fairy tales? How, in the early days, before he got sick, her world had been filled with wonder and stories, how they lived still in her memories?

      ‘We played this game, in the cellar of our lodging house in Covent Garden, with spangles and feathers and a magic stone. My dad made it up to keep me amused while he was practising. If I played quietly, without once interrupting, the fairies would leave a gift for me. Nothing fancy, only baubles and trinkets. Back then, I thought even his music came from the fairies.’

      For a while, Rhys didn’t speak. Turning, he laid violin and bow in the case at his feet. ‘Is that what you’re hiding, Bridie Stewart? A gift from the fairies?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Something forbidden, you couldn’t bear to leave behind?’

      ‘Forbidden, yes, but not bad, Mr Bevan. At least, I’m not doing any harm. It’s a notebook, filled with fairy tales. My dad gave it to me before he died.’

      ‘And now you are leaving the home of your childhood, with its cellar and magic fairy memories, and you wish to carry his presence to the far side of the world?’

      She nodded, a lump forming in her throat. He knew. How did he know? How did this young man understand what Alf and Ma couldn’t?

      ‘Ma wants me to forget him, Mr Bevan, and his stories. But I won’t, ever. Even if I have to keep my notebook hidden in Port Phillip.’

      ‘Rhys, Bridie Stewart. You must call me Rhys, seeing as you’ve made a smuggler of me.’

      ‘Oh, yes, of course. Thank you … Rhys. I won’t ask you to hide anything else, I promise.’

      Hands in his pockets, he gazed out over the blackened water. ‘We all have secrets, Bridie Stewart. Yours is safe with me.
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      The tables had been cleared by the time Bridie climbed into her bunk. Ma’s grief had driven her deep into sleep. Alf sat, woe-faced, on the bench beside her, his big blunt hand stroking her shoulder. In the upper bunk, next to Bridie’s, Pam Griggs was brushing and plaiting her hair. Her husband Tom had donned a striped green nightcap. Keeping her back to the open deck, Bridie undid her bodice, pulled a nightdress from her bag and slipped it over her head. She touched a finger to the corner of her notebook before snuggling down beside Annie.

      ‘This time tomorrow we’ll be at sea,’ the older girl whispered. ‘Are you nervous?’

      ‘A little, yes.’

      ‘My aunt told me there will be savages in Port Phillip, with spears and wild dogs. We’ll live in tiny wooden huts, in the middle of nowhere, never knowing when we are going to be attacked.’

      Bridie shivered. Annie’s aunt didn’t sound like a cheerful woman. Although, Alf had told similar tales. She could scarcely credit them, nor imagine living in such a strange place. Would she still be able to feel her dad’s presence without the music and magic of the cellar? Or would she reach the other side of the world and find everything had changed?

      The ship’s carpenter extinguished the lamps. Steerage lay in darkness, with only a dimmed light to mark each hatchway. Bridie heard whispers and muffled sobs, the ship’s bells tolling the half hour. She lay awake, listening to the deep, dark lap of the Thames and the groan of their vessel adjusting to the tide.

      Sometime around midnight, she heard a stumbling around the main hatch. As the footsteps drew closer, she realised they belonged to Rhys. His appearance provoked a whispered explosion in the bunk next to Alf and Ma’s. Bridie didn’t understand the Welsh. But she fancied Siân was trying to reason—and that Rhys was in no mood to listen.

      She woke again in the early hours of the morning. Groping her way back from the privy, she collided with Rhys.

      ‘Sori,’ he gasped, panting, as if he’d been running.

      Bridie watched him stagger along the deck, boots in hand. He might have been going for a stroll in the moonlight. But Bridie didn’t think so. His jerky flight up the ladder made her think of secrets, and the words long and difficult journey.
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      Bridie woke the next morning to the clamour of six bells. She blinked, rubbed her eyes, saw the brooding deck boards above, her bag hanging from its peg, felt the empty rumple of blankets on Annie’s side of the bed. All around her, women wriggled into shifts and bodices. Bleary-eyed men pulled shirts over tousled heads. On the deck below, Pam Griggs struggled to dress her children.

      ‘Stand still, Billy. Let me button your trousers. Thumb out of your mouth please, Lucy. I can’t fasten your bodice. Oh, thanks, Annie. She needs a fresh pinafore.’

      By the time Bridie had dressed and slithered down from her bunk, two-year-old Lucy was perched on Annie’s lap, thumb wedged firmly in her mouth. Giggling and squirming, her face pinked with pleasure as Annie played This Little Pig on her toes.

      ‘What about me?’ Billy’s head popped up smiling like a Jack-in-the-box. ‘I got little pigs too.’

      ‘If you want a turn, you must ask politely.’

      ‘Can I ’ave a go please, Miss Annie Bowles?’

      Annie laughed, patting the bench. ‘Yes, come on, sit here beside me.’

      Billy grinned, wriggled onto the bench, and held out a grubby foot. ‘I got five little pigs. I’ve counted. But I mightn’t giggle like Lucy, or squirm nearly as much. Coz I’m older than her.’

      Fresh bread had been delivered to the ship while they slept. Ma hacked their loaf with a long-handled knife. Alf scooped leaves into the teapot while Tom fetched boiling water from the galley. Bridie helped Siân set plates out along their section of the table. Rhys was nowhere to be seen. Had he returned to steerage in the early hours of the morning? Or stayed on the main deck? The tight press of Siân’s lips suggested the latter. From the dark shadows beneath her eyes, Bridie guessed neither the Welsh girl, nor her husband, had enjoyed a good night’s rest.

      After breakfast, Siân held up a shiny new penny and announced that she and Rhys were going to throw it over Lady Sophia’s bows as they got under way.

      ‘For luck,’ she said, her eyes a flash of sudden tears, ‘and goodbye. Maybe also for wishing.’

      Imagine that, a whole new penny—and a wish. Bridie thought her heart might stop. She didn’t have a penny (and one look at Ma’s face told her it wasn’t worth asking). But if she stood beside Rhys and Siân as their penny spun through the air, she might borrow some of its magic. If she closed her eyes, hands gripping the bulwarks, and made a wish, then maybe, just maybe, her notebook would stay safe on its peg for the remainder of the voyage.
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      Doctor Roberts arrived while they were finishing the breakfast dishes. He sat, straight as a yard rule, though the wherry bobbed on the morning tide, one gloved hand gripping the rim of his silk top hat, the other resting on a silver-handled cane. He might have been a pleasure seeker out for a jaunt along The Strand, if not for his portmanteau and the set of travelling drawers he had hauled over the side of the ship.

      Within half an hour of boarding he called a cleaners’ meeting. Alf’s name topped the list. His big, round face glowed with pride as if he’d won a prize. Ma kissed his cheek and straightened his cap as if he were an overgrown schoolboy. It was all rather embarrassing, as far as Bridie was concerned, and annoying—because Ma wouldn’t go on the main deck without him and, if Ma wouldn’t go on deck, neither could Bridie. She was trapped between decks.

      If being trapped wasn’t enough to ruin her morning, Ma’s mood certainly would have. She wasn’t crying anymore. Neither was she happy. This morning, her tears had turned to ice—and she was snapping.

      She’d re-rolled their mattresses at least twenty times since breakfast. Swept beneath their bunks until Bridie feared the boards might wear thin. Taken the mugs from their hooks and polished them as if they were silver instead of tin. Now, she’d run out of tasks and turned her attention on Bridie—and their luggage.

      ‘There’s a bonnet missing. The one I embroidered for the baby’s christening.’

      ‘It’ll be in our trunk, Ma. In the cargo hold.’

      ‘No. I’m sure I kept it out.’

      ‘You couldn’t have.’

      ‘It’ll be in your bag, Bridie. Get it down, please.’

      Her bag!

      Bridie’s stomach lurched, her gaze darting along the raised table-edge. She found the back hatch. The hatch! Where on earth was Alf? He ought to have returned long before this. For once, she’d have been thrilled to see his round, earnest face. She might even have managed a smile if he’d arrived at that moment, though she didn’t normally encourage him, because, although boring and stupid, he did have a soothing effect on Ma.

      Lady Sophia creaked and groaned, swaying in her mooring. Overhead, shouts competed with the thud of feet and the occasional clank of a brass bell. Sounds of cheering drifted down through the hatchway, the toot and bellow of river traffic. From somewhere far off, Bridie heard a rhythmic chugging sound.

      ‘The tugs! Listen, Ma. Can you hear them?’

      ‘Don’t change the subject,’ Ma snapped back.

      ‘Don’t you want to say goodbye to London? The things we’ll miss?’ Bridie lowered her voice. ‘I’ll look after you, I promise. Alf’s probably forgotten we’re waiting between decks. He’ll be searching the crowd, even now, Ma, worried sick.’

      ‘If Alf said he’d meet us in steerage, he will, Bridie. There are no two ways about it.’

      This was true. Alf was horribly reliable. He went to church on Sundays, worked in the market shop on weekdays and stayed home of an evening. He hardly ever went out drinking. If Alf said he’d be in a meeting, that’s where he’d be—standing to attention like one of the palace guards, as if the whole voyage depended on him.

      There was only one consolation in this gloomy picture. If Alf was in a meeting, so was Rhys. His name had also been on the cleaners’ list. And if Rhys was in a meeting, he couldn’t be throwing pennies. Which meant she might still be able to make her wish.

      ‘You can’t stop the ship, Ma. Even if we have left the bonnet behind.’

      ‘And you’d rather I didn’t search your bag, is that it?’

      ‘No!’

      Ma’s eyes narrowed. ‘I’ve been watching you, Bridie—refusing Alf’s help at the watergate, hovering over that blessed bag for hours on end. You’ve been skittish as a colt since we left Covent Garden, as if you’re hiding something—and I’ve got an inkling what that something might be.’

      ‘I’ve lied. Is that what you’re saying? Been sneaky?’

      ‘Yes. That’s exactly what I’m saying.’

      Ma gathered her skirts and stepped on to the bench. Bridie lunged forward, grabbing her arm. ‘No! Don’t climb up. It’s … dangerous.’

      ‘Then perhaps you’ll get the bag down for me?’

      They stood, eye to eye, in a bubble of silence. The tugs had drawn alongside, their rhythmic wheeze all but bursting through the sides of steerage. Bridie heard a bark of orders, the rattle of anchor chains, a high, shrill cry of many voices, and all the while her fingers shackled Ma’s arm, as if she could stop the moment unfolding.

      She couldn’t. Her dad’s death had shown her that. Some things kept on happening, no matter how tightly you held on. This was one of them. And, no matter how much she valued her notebook, it wasn’t worth a tiny coffin.

      She stepped onto the narrow bench, grabbed the bedpost and hauled herself onto the bunk. She couldn’t crawl fast. The overhead beams were too low. Although she’d heard Alf say the clearance was generous for steerage—around eight foot. She paused, adjusting her petticoats. Maybe if she handed the bag over, head held high, Ma would lose interest, give it only a cursory glance? Or maybe she could delve into the bag now, while Ma wasn’t looking, and shove the notebook under her bedclothes? She glanced back over her shoulder.

      Ma teetered on the bench, her eyes a steely gleam. She wasn’t losing interest, or not looking. She wasn’t going to miss anything.

      Bridie’s vision blurred.

      She yanked the canvas bag from its peg, crawled along the bed and jumped down, hitting the deck with a thud.

      ‘It’s all right, Ma. You sit down. I’ll unpack.’

      ‘No. Let’s get to the bottom of this.’

      Out came Bridie’s wad of scrap paper, her towel and cake of yellow soap. Next came her clean white shift, two pairs of worsted stockings, a pinafore and her starched cotton cap. Ma’s hands delved to the bottom of the bag. Her fingers closed around the single remaining item—a flannel petticoat, with something hard and flat at its core.

      Bridie’s heart hammered. Her fingers clenched. She didn’t move or cry out as Ma unrolled the petticoat and let it tumble to the ground. The notebook sat like a breadboard on her palm.

      ‘I told you to leave this behind!’

      ‘I couldn’t, Ma. It’s precious.’

      Ma’s lips thinned. ‘I’ve been patient, Bridie. God knows how patient. I let you spend hours in that blessed cellar, when you should have been helping me with my piecework. Given you time and extra candles, though we could ill afford them. But it’s been eighteen months since his death and you still haven’t adjusted. Or made an effort with the new father in your life.’

      ‘I don’t want to adjust. Or forget my dad.’

      ‘You haven’t got a choice, girlie. We’re leaving.’

      ‘No. I haven’t got a choice. About Alf, or emigrating. But I’m not going to leave my notebook behind, just because you hated my dad.’

      ‘Me? Hated him! Don’t be ridiculous.’

      ‘It’s true, Ma. You know it is.’

      ‘Truth! You want the truth? He didn’t love us. That’s the only truth I see. If he had, he wouldn’t have gone out that night.’

      ‘He only went because you nagged him.’

      ‘What of the other nights? Days spent staring at the wall? All our hard earned money spent on whisky? Is that what love looks like? He picked a funny way of showing it.’

      ‘It was your fault! You told him to stay away that night. I heard you. “Don’t come back,” you said. “We’re better off without you.”’

      ‘If not that night, it would have been another. Why can’t you see it? He’d given up, Bridie. He wanted to die.’

      ‘No! My dad loved me. He’d never leave me on purpose.’

      ‘He would—and he did. These words prove it.’ Ma wrenched open the notebook, jabbing at the message on the flyleaf. ‘“She held him fast, tho’ the wild elves laughed and the mountains rang with mire. She held him fast though he turned at last to a gleed of white hot fire.”’ Her lips curled. ‘A reference to “Tamlane”, isn’t it? His favourite ballad? As if he were some blighted Scottish hero, instead of a man who didn’t know his duty.’

      ‘He was sick, Ma, and sad. It doesn’t mean a thing.’

      ‘“Dark nights, cruel winds, shadows overwhelming,”’ Ma continued as if Bridie hadn’t spoken. ‘Then, here’s the choicest part, “Write them down and think of me and how I have ever loved you.”’ She looked up, triumph lighting her eyes. ‘That’s not a Christmas message. That’s a goodbye.’

      ‘No!’ Bridie backed away, clapping her hands to her ears. Why did Ma always do this? Why must she always spoil things? Her dad loved her. He never meant to fall down drunk in the street. When they brought him home, blue with cold, he’d fought to stay alive with every breath of his being.

      [image: ]

      Bridie crawled into her bunk. She shivered, curled up small, teeth chattering—cold, so cold, despite the thick wool blanket. Shock. It must be shock. She’d heard Ma talk about shock before. She’d heard her say nasty things about her dad too. In the early days, when he first got sick, Bridie had witnessed their arguments first hand. She remembered Ma’s shrill voice and twisting fingers. Her furious attempts to snap him out of his despair. But in all that time, amid all the terrible things that had been said, she’d never accused him of wanting to die before.

      It wasn’t true! Despite Ma’s cruel words. Even in the final days of his illness, when coughs wracked his body and blood smeared his handkerchiefs, he’d dreamed of returning to Drury Lane. But what if all that time he’d been lying? If he’d written her Christmas message, knowing one cold night in the middle of winter would be enough to kill him? If he’d handed it over with love in his eyes, all the while planning to leave her … forever?

      No! She’d never believe it. Yet, now the words had been said, she didn’t know what to do with them, how to make sense of them. Only lie in her bunk, letting them curl around her like tendrils of smoke and cast their pall over everything.

      Alf didn’t notice. He came bustling along the deck, full of his own importance as always, seeing neither Bridie curled up in her bunk or Ma’s stiff, upright form.

      ‘Mary, sorry to keep you waiting. It’s a long story. You’ll never guess. Doctor Roberts has asked me to be his chief cleaning constable. He’s a bit of a dandy to look at, love. But a professional man nonetheless. He took me aside, said he’d read my character references, thought I was a cut above the others. He wants me to be his eyes and ears in steerage. Imagine that! If only Mr Pitt had heard those words. He’d not have overlooked me then, would he, love? Or promoted Johnnie Blackett ahead of me. Mary?’

      Bridie heard a pause. Alf’s big dull mind trying to comprehend.

      ‘Mary, love, what’s wrong?’

      ‘Oh, Alf, I’ve lost the baby’s bonnet. And … Bridie’s been sneaky.’

      ‘Bridie? Sneaky! Don’t tell me she’s hidden the bonnet?’

      ‘No, it’s worse. Much worse.’

      ‘What, love? Tell me.’

      ‘She’s brought her notebook on board, Alf. The one I told her to leave behind.’

      ‘Oh, I see. Well, it’s disappointing, I have to admit. You’ve been so patient with her. I’d hoped she would make a clean break of things once we left Covent Garden.’

      ‘She accused me of hating him, Alf. Said I caused the argument.’

      ‘There now. We know it wasn’t that simple.’

      Bridie didn’t stir. As if from afar, she heard Alf’s ambition, Ma’s obvious distress. Her mind registered the overhead trample of feet, the close up flap of steam paddles, heavy lines dragging against the side of the ship. Somehow, somewhere, she knew this was linked to a magic penny. But she no longer cared. Curled around the ache at her core, she heard only a measured pulse and the low distant murmur of another world.

      ‘I’ll have a word with her. We can’t have you upset. I’m going to be busier than ever in this new position. Where is Bridie anyway?’

      ‘In her bunk, Alf, sulking. I’ve said too much. But you know how she gets my blood up. Still, at least she knows the truth now. I’ve set her straight on that score. There’ll be no more mooching about, thinking her dad was God’s own gift to the world.’

      The deck boards creaked. Bridie glimpsed Alf’s slowly turning form. She scrunched her eyes tight. Heard a sigh.

      ‘Look at me, please, Bridie.’

      ‘Go away.’

      ‘I know you’re upset. But we can’t have arguments. Your Ma’s condition is delicate.’

      ‘She started it.’

      ‘Can you climb down, please, Bridie? It’s hard talking to a heap of bedclothes.’

      Bridie sat up, shoved aside the rumpled blankets and slithered down from her bunk. Alf stood in the aisle, her notebook clasped like a Bible in his hands. Beside him, Ma bristled like a brush, her eyes red-rimmed.

      ‘Your stepfather’s here now, Bridie. He’ll decide what’s to be done.’

      ‘No.’ Bridie grabbed for the notebook. ‘It’s mine. Give it back.’

      ‘Of course it’s yours.’ Alf laid a gentling hand on her arm. ‘No one’s disputing its ownership, and I’d like to give it back to you. But first we need to sort out this little … misunderstanding. You know why, don’t you, lass? You’re not a child anymore. You’re old enough to be honest—and to trust me.’

      The unexpected kindness brought a wash of tears. It wasn’t real kindness, of course, only a pretence to get her on side. As if that were possible, when even now he fanned her notebook with his big, blunt fingers, as if he owned it, as if he had a right, seeing each carefully penned story without the music and magic of the cellar—and all through the lens of Ma’s bitter memories.

      ‘No, Alf! Don’t read it!’

      Alf stepped back, surprise widening his eyes. ‘Don’t take on, lass. I’m only trying to help.’

      ‘You don’t understand. It’s private.’

      ‘I do understand. More than you realise. But your Ma’s upset. We need to put her mind at rest.’

      Bridie’s fingers curled. She wanted to lash out, yank the notebook from Alf’s grasp, sprint along the deck. But what then? Find Rhys? No, he had his own troubles. ‘You say you understand, but you wouldn’t let me bring the notebook. You say you want to sort things out, yet you always take Ma’s side on everything.’

      ‘It’s not a matter of taking sides.’

      ‘Really? You never back me up, or see things my way. That’s why Rhys had to …’ She stopped, shuffled. Her eyes found the deck.

      ‘Rhys! The Welsh lad? What’s he got to do with this?’

      ‘He … well, he may have helped me … at the watergate.’

      ‘Helped?’ Alf turned puzzled eyes on Ma. Unfortunately, she wasn’t so slow to grasp the situation.

      ‘Hah! Him, a married man, his wife about to have a baby. He ought to be reported for interfering. Still, I’m not surprised. Welsh—and a musician. He was bound to be shifty.’

      ‘No, Ma. He wasn’t shifty. He was kind. And he understood about my dad and my notebook … even about the fairies.’

      ‘Stories! Fairies! Magic pennies! You think I didn’t realise? “Don’t you want to say goodbye to London? The things we’ll miss?” In a few years you’ll be married, with a husband and children to feed. There’ll be no time for wishes then, my girl. Or magic pennies.’

      ‘My dad made wishes. Even after he was married.’

      ‘Exactly! A mistake from the beginning. With me too young and foolish to see the signs. A little less wishing and a bit more elbow grease might have put some food on the table.’

      ‘Oh good, so I’ll marry someone boring.’

      ‘Not boring. Sound.’

      ‘And stupid!’

      ‘Enough.’ Alf stepped between them. ‘Let’s not say things we don’t mean.’

      Bridie meant every word, and more besides. She blinked, looking up at Alf through a prickly haze.

      He held up a silencing hand. ‘No, Bridie. I want you to hear me out.’ He swivelled back round. ‘You too, Mary, before you start. This is a family matter. I’ll not be reporting it to anyone.’

      ‘You’re the chief constable. You could have Rhys struck off the list.’

      ‘It’s too late, I’m afraid. He didn’t turn up for the cleaners’ meeting. Doctor Roberts is a strict man, Mary, and I hope a fair one too. I’ll go a long way with his backing in the colony. But he doesn’t strike me as a man for second chances. Perhaps it’s just as well, under the circumstances.’ He shrugged, thick lips pursed, and studied the notebook. ‘This seems harmless enough. As far as I can tell, it’s only fairy tales. That’s right, isn’t it, Bridie? Scottish fairy tales?’

      She nodded, throat tight. ‘My dad’s favourites.’

      ‘It’s a lovely sentiment, lass, and I can see you’ve put a great deal of effort into preserving his memory. But your ma’s right. You’re too old for fairy tales. They didn’t help your dad and they won’t help you either.’

      ‘Please. I can’t leave it behind.’

      ‘You’re a clever girl.’ Alf continued as if she hadn’t spoken. ‘Your ma kept you at school long enough to learn your sums. You could marry well in Port Phillip. You’d be an asset to a man with a business. There’s no rush, of course. You’ve only just turned fifteen. But girls do marry young in the colonies, I’ve told you that already and, as your father, I intend to see you make the most of your opportunities. Is that clear, Bridie? Do you hear me?’

      She couldn’t answer. Tears fell thick and fast.

      ‘Correct me if I’m wrong,’ Alf droned on. ‘But there are blank pages in this notebook.’

      There were. She’d written small, drafted each story multiple times before entering it in her best copybook hand. Hoping, always hoping, there would be something more—a story she’d forgotten, perhaps, a treasured phrase, or ballad.

      ‘I’m not an ogre, Bridie, despite your best efforts to paint me as one, and as we’re setting out on a one-way journey, I’d like to make a fresh start. What do you say, lass? Are you ready to compromise?’

      Understanding came slowly, letter by letter, then the whole word: compromise—agreement, understanding, settlement. She looked up, searching Alf’s round, earnest face. ‘You mean … you’re going to give it back to me?’

      ‘On one condition, that you work with me from now on—learn the names of the ship’s sails, record daily temperatures, note geographical details of the lands we pass en-route. There will be so many interesting things to record, Bridie. Sensible, adult things to improve your mind. What do you say, lass? Shall we make a daily log of the voyage?’

      Say? What could she say? Alf’s words dropped like pebbles into her stunned silence. It was horrible. She shuddered. Too horrible to think about. Yet, so typical of Alf—this terrible misguided kindness.

      ‘Well?’ Ma’s sharp voice interrupted her thoughts. ‘What do you say? Your stepfather has made a generous offer.’

      ‘Yes, thank you.’ Head down, Bridie muttered the expected response.

      Alf smiled, holding the notebook out to her. ‘Right, it’s agreed. A fresh start.’

      At last! It was hers. Bridie snatched the notebook and spun round, hard and fast. Saw the nearby hatchway. Alf blocking her path. Head down, she shoved past him. Heard Ma’s cry of alarm. Didn’t look back. She flew up the hatchway ladder and stumbled blinking into the sunlight. Even then, she didn’t stop. She shoved forward into the press of people, not caring whose toes she might tread on. Or who she might hurt. In the shadow of the quarterdeck stairs, she sank down, tears coursing her cheeks.

      Too late for wishes, or magic pennies. Too late to find Rhys and Siân. But at least she held the notebook in her hand. Discovered, sullied, its final message horribly diminished—but hers, still remarkably hers. She would never share it with Alf. He wasn’t her dad. She’d rather throw her notebook into the sea than let it fall into his big, blunt, interfering hands.
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      Hidden. Thank God he was hidden. Rhys leaned back against the horsebox, pressed his feet down onto the deck and tried to stop his knees from shaking. It didn’t work. He drew a ragged breath, pressed harder, his fingers clutching the coarse fur of the black bitch curled up beside him. Hours, he’d been squeezed into this rectangle of space between ship’s boats and horsebox. Ever since his panicked early morning flight from steerage. Hours, with his fists clenched and his feet jammed against the deck-boards, waiting for the clamp on his airways to ease.
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