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About the Book

For Amelia and her brothers and sisters, the grim past which their mother Emily has endured seems very far away.  A striking and independent young woman studying to be a teacher in York, Amelia is looking for a purpose in life, and hopes especially to become acquainted with the two young gentlemen who have travelled all the way from Australia to meet her family.  Ralph Hawkins, bringing with him his friend Jack – a handsome half-aboriginal Australian – has come to Yorkshire to look for his roots.  He finds Amelia, whose tangled family history is inextricably bound up with his.

Ralph Hawkins’s whole world was turned upside down when he learned that he had been adopted by the couple he had always called his parents.  In his quest to find his real mother, he uncovers some cruel and unpleasant truths, before at last realizing where his true destiny lies.
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Chapter One

‘MY FATHER SAYS your mother was a whore!’

Ralph Hawkins hesitated for only a second, then crunched up his fist and directed it towards the conveyor of the insulting remark. It found its mark on Edwin Boyle’s chubby chin and knocked him to the ground.

‘Don’t ever say that again or it’ll be the worse for you.’ Ralph rubbed his knuckles with his other hand. The blow had hurt him too but he didn’t mind that, he’d been wanting to hit the little toad for some time and even though he wasn’t completely sure what his adversary had meant by his statement, it had been made with such gleeful venom that it was obviously not complimentary.

Edwin started to blubber and their teacher, Miss Henderson, came hurrying towards them, her movements restricted by her old-fashioned, overlong black gown. The ribbons on her bonnet swung around her neck and her slippered feet pitter-pattered on the school yard. She  was followed in less haste by Edwin’s sister Phoebe.

‘No fighting boys,’ the teacher twittered. ‘It is not gentlemanly! Now get up Edwin, and Ralph, say you are sorry to Edwin for hitting him.’

‘But I’m not sorry!’ Ralph glared down at Edwin and was gratified to see that a hole had been torn in Edwin’s striped stockings just below the knee of his knickerbockers. ‘He insulted my mother.’

Miss Henderson’s face turned pink but she stammered, ‘I’m sure he didn’t mean to. Now come along and make up, there’s good fellows.’

‘They’re not good fellows,’ Phoebe interrupted. ‘Not either of them. They’re both horrible and Edwin’s just a cry-baby.’

‘And you’re horrible too, Phoebe Boyle. You’ll never be a lady,’ her brother retaliated as he scrambled to his feet. ‘Father says you won’t.’

Ralph turned his back on them and walked towards the gate where he knew his mother would be waiting in the trap if she hadn’t sent one of the Aboriginal boys to meet him, as sometimes she did if she was busy. But today she was there already with his young sister Peggy. Next to their trap was another, with Mrs Boyle sitting in it waiting for Edwin and Phoebe.

Both women had their backs to him and appeared to be talking together, though they were not close friends. His mother and father didn’t have many friends, only people like Ralph’s godfather Ralph Clavell and Benne and  Daisy Mungo, the parents of Jack, his best friend. Few people from Sydney visited their farm socially. It was set high up in the hills overlooking Sydney Cove. The best view in all the area, his father boasted, he could sell it for a fortune if he wanted to, but he wouldn’t.

His mother, Meg, turned to greet him, but her smile faded and she raised her dark eyebrows as she saw the sullen expression on his face. ‘In trouble again, Ralph? What have you been up to this time?’

‘Ralph and Edwin have been fighting, Mrs Hawkins,’ Phoebe broke in from behind him before Ralph could offer an explanation, and he gave her a withering look. ‘Edwin was rude.’

‘Edwin!’ Lucinda Boyle turned to her son. The difference between her and Meg Hawkins was immediately apparent. Her demeanour was ladylike, her manner gentle and cultivated. She had the fair translucent skin and soft blond hair of an Englishwoman, and was dressed too in the manner of the ladies of the mother country in her sprigged sheath dress with its ruched bodice and draped skirt, though today, because she was driving her trap, she wore no bustle. Meg was weather-browned, her hair dark and unruly beneath her wide hat, and she wore a plain, though good-quality bleached cotton gown. Nevertheless she was a handsome woman with a proud, strong and defiant look about her.

Ralph caught his mother’s glance and intuitively she didn’t question further but told him  to get into the trap. ‘Boys will fight, Mrs Boyle,’ she said, and shook the reins. ‘Don’t worry about it. They’ll be friends again by ’morning.’

Mrs Boyle smiled in agreement and wishing each other goodbye they moved off in different directions, with the two boys glaring at each other and Phoebe looking smug and twirling a blond ringlet around her finger.

‘Want to tell me about it?’ Ralph’s mother asked as they pulled up the steep dusty road towards home.

He glanced at his sister sitting next to him and shook his head. ‘No,’ he muttered. ‘It was nothing. Edwin Boyle is a dirty toad that’s all.’

‘Toads are not dirty.’ Peggy, with all the assurance of a ten-year-old, defied her brother’s wisdom. ‘It’s only because they live in mud that people think they are.’

‘Oh, shut up Peggy,’ he said irritably. ‘I’m trying to think.’

He would ask Jack, he decided, he would surely know what it meant. Even though Jack was younger than Ralph, he knew the answers to so many things. He had had a different upbringing from Ralph. He knew the names of animals which roamed the bush, he could fish, he knew how to dig out lizards or frogs from the ground and could climb the highest trees without fear of falling. He could arm-wrestle better than anyone else Ralph knew, and he was allowed to wander over the hills alone; he went into Sydney by  himself, often walking all the way if he couldn’t get anyone to take him, and he had a private tutor who came to teach him four days a week at his home on land above Creek Farm where Ralph and his family lived.

Jack was sitting on the veranda steps waiting for him as they trotted up the steep drive. His chest was bare and he wore a pair of ragged trousers. His hair was a mass of tight dark curls, he had a huge grin on his face and his dark eyes gleamed with mischief.

Meg sighed when she saw Jack. ‘Get changed out of those clothes, Ralph, before you go anywhere and be back here for supper at six o’clock.’

Ralph jumped down from the trap and raced inside, tearing off his belted tunic. He reappeared a few minutes later wearing an old shirt and an even older pair of trousers. ‘And you’ll feed the pigs before either of you get any supper,’ she shouted after them as they ran towards the creek.

The water of the creek was cool and refreshing and after they had pushed and splashed each other, they ran down the hill to the pond which Joe, Ralph’s father, had dug many years ago when first arriving at Creek Farm. This water was warmer, being still, and they dived in simultaneously and swam the width of it before emerging on the other bank.

‘Race you to the other side,’ Jack shouted and whooped as he dived again, and Ralph  knew that he wouldn’t catch him. Jack was as fast-moving in water as he was on the land.

‘I want to ask you something,’ Ralph said, as they lay in the warm grass and felt the heat of the evening sun drying them; two young and slim bodies, one brown-skinned, one fair and bronzed by the sun. ‘Something you might know.’

‘Hmm?’ Jack said sleepily, his eyes closed. ‘Ask your teacher.’

‘Can’t,’ Ralph said shortly.

Jack turned towards him. ‘Why not?’

Ralph felt his cheeks burn and he turned over onto his stomach so that Jack wouldn’t see his face. ‘I think it’s something not very nice.’

Jack laughed. ‘Hey, I already told you about babies!’ He had a curious accent, English, but clipped and slightly nasal.

‘No, it’s not that, stupid! It’s – it’s – Do you know what a whore is?’

Jack whistled. ‘Hey! You don’t want to know about them. They’re bad women!’

Ralph turned to face him. ‘Why are they? How do you know?’

Jack shrugged. ‘My father says I can go anywhere in Sydney except to the Rocks, because that’s where the bad white women are. The whores.’

‘I’ll kill that Edwin Boyle – and his father.’ Ralph curled up his fists as he had done earlier when he had hit Edwin, but next time, he vowed, he would make him bleed.

Jack shook his head after Ralph told him what Edwin had said about his mother. ‘It don’t make it true, just because that’s what he said, and it won’t make it better if you hit him.’

For all his mischief, Jack had a peaceable merry nature, always turning away from aggravation and confrontation. In his short life he had been called all manner of names by white men who thought they were superior, but he had been taught by his parents to know that he was as good, if not better than these usurpers of his country, but that he needn’t necessarily tell them so; better by far, they advised, to let them remain in ignorance.

Jack was of mixed blood. His father, Benne, was an Aborigine, as was his mother’s mother. She had married a white farmer, and Jack’s mother had been the result of that union. She and Jack were lighter in skin colour than his father. Both had the same dark glossy hair, deep brown eyes and high cheekbones of the true Aborigine, but with the straight nose of their English ancestor.

Jack’s father, Benne, and Ralph’s father, Joe, had formed a lasting friendship twelve years ago, before the convict, Joe Hawkins, had obtained his pardon and freedom, and when Benne had led him towards the gold seam at the top of the creek. Benne hadn’t wanted gold – as an Aborigine he wouldn’t have been allowed to keep it. What he wanted was sheep and some land which he wouldn’t be turned off, and now  he had both, bought in Joe Hawkins’s name but belonging to Benne and his family.

‘Your mother’s calling, we’d better go.’ Jack jumped to his feet and pulled on his trousers. ‘And I’ve got to feed the dogs, so I won’t stay for supper. See you tomorrow.’

He loped up the hill towards his home and Ralph watched him before he too rose to his feet. He thought that Jack had a most enviable life. He didn’t have to go to school and be taught by a prissy schoolmarm, as he did. Jack had been taken away from the mission school by Ralph’s mother when she saw how bright he was. Through Mrs Boyle she had arranged for him to have a tutor, an Englishman, a former convict, with little money and no prejudices about teaching a native Australian boy. Jack already knew more about English history than Ralph; his reading ability wasn’t as good though his understanding of mathematics was better, and he knew more about wild creatures and the wonders of nature than Ralph could ever expect to know.

Ralph fed the pigs, his chore for the day, and reminded his sister to feed the hens, then went inside and greeted his godfather, Ralph Clavell, who had come to supper. Ralph Clavell and his father were somehow involved in the business of gold and sheep, but Ralph didn’t understand how or why. His godfather had formerly been a ship’s surgeon and had decided to stay in Australia after making several voyages with the  convict ships. It was on one of these that he had met Ralph’s parents.

After a supper of chicken soup and mutton pie, Clavell and Joe went outside to smoke and Ralph hung around, idly listening to their conversation about the price of sheep at market, then as his father went to make sure the outbuildings were secured for the night, he joined his godfather on the veranda.

‘Uncle Ralph?’ he said nervously. ‘Can I ask you something?’

‘Fire away, young man. What do you want to know?’ Ralph Clavell was tall and thin with a laconic sense of humour, and he always seemed well disposed towards his youthful namesake.

‘I had a fight with Edwin Boyle today,’ Ralph began.

‘Did you, by Jove! Well, that doesn’t surprise me. If he’s anything like his father he’ll bring out the worst in anybody. I remember Captain Boyle very well and so do your parents.’

‘He said – that his father had said that my mother was a whore. So I hit him.’

Clavell pursed his lips, though he didn’t appear to be shocked. ‘Good for you! Never let a man, or boy, for that matter, insult a woman, no matter who or what she is.’

‘So is it true?’ His voice was low, he was aware of his mother and Peggy just beyond the veranda wall. ‘Was she, I mean? Is that why she was a convict and sent to Australia?’

‘Women were not transported because of  making their living on the streets,’ Clavell responded with a frown. ‘That wasn’t a transportable offence, and I can tell you, young Ralph,’ he shook a finger at him, ‘that for some women that was the only way they could put food into their mouths.’ He took a deep breath. ‘But to your question. No, your mother was not a whore.’

He gazed out into the gathering darkness. Ralph, following his gaze, saw his father returning. Clavell’s voice dropped. ‘Meg was accused of slandering a magistrate and of theft, and transported for seven years. Both cases were subsequently proved to be untrue and she was pardoned. Your parents were not allowed to go back to England, but they wouldn’t have chosen to anyway. They knew that there was a better life here.’

Ralph nodded. That much he knew. His father was fond of saying that if he had stayed in England he would be either starving in the gutter or dead from hanging, instead of being one of the richest men in New South Wales.

When his father rejoined them Ralph went inside to his room and sat on the deep window sill and looked out over the land. Land which was covered with thousands of sheep. Land and sheep which would one day be his. Or at least, his and Peggy’s. His father insisted that everything they had would be shared equally. ‘We’ll have none of this English business where the son gets everything and ’daughter gets nowt but a dowry  on her marriage,’ he said time and time again. ‘Peggy will get her fair share and she can choose what she wants to do with it.’

He could see the curls of smoke drifting up from his father’s pipe and Uncle Ralph’s cigar and hear the murmur of their voices, then unmistakably he heard his godfather say, ‘You’re going to have to tell the boy something soon, Joe. That unprincipled wretch Boyle’s been stirring up trouble again. Ralph’s just been asking questions about his mother.’


Chapter Two

‘IF I WERE a boy I could go to sea like Papa does,’ Amelia muttered, and tossed her thick brown hair out of her eyes as the wind caught it and flew it streaming flag-like about her head. She and her mother and father, brother Roger and younger sister May were picnicking on the sands at Spurn Point, the low-lying narrow finger of sand and shingle which ran between the mouth of the Humber and the German Ocean.

Amelia had run up the dunes for a better sight of a sailing ship leaving the pilot boat in the river and heading out on its own to greet the swirling waters of the sea. ‘It’s not fair. Girls have such boring lives.’

Her father, Philip Linton, coming up after her, heard her last remark and said jovially, ‘Not at all true. Just ask your mother.’

‘Oh no, Papa! Not like that. Not like poor Mama! But I would like to sail a ship.’

‘When you are older, in a couple of years or so, then you can come on a voyage with me.  Your mother would like to do that too.’ He smiled at his nine-year-old tomboy daughter. She should have been the boy instead of Roger. Roger was happy with his farming studies and wandering over the land, observing the wildlife and poring over his books on birds and animals. Even now he had wandered off in the hope of finding some rarity. Amelia wanted adventure and only a year ago had cut off her hair and squeezed her plump little bottom into a pair of her brother’s trousers and announced that she was going to run away and join a fishing smack at the Hull docks.

Her father had volunteered to take her down to the docks to watch the fishermen bringing in their catch from the trawlers. She saw the ragged, barefoot, barechested apprentice lads hauling on the heavy fish baskets, and this and the stench of fish and the squirming slippery cod and haddock had so turned Amelia’s stomach that she had changed her mind, for the present, she’d said, and would take a merchant ship when she was older.

‘I’d like to go to Australia to meet my cousins,’ she pouted. ‘I’m sure they have more fun than we do here. England is so stuffy!’ and she kicked out at the spiky marram grass with her neatly laced boots.

‘You’ve been spoilt, Amelia.’ Her father’s tone was impatient and she looked up at him anxiously. He didn’t often get cross. ‘You don’t know how lucky you are to live the life you do.  To have plenty to eat, a warm bed to sleep in, everything you could possibly want!’

She hung her head. ‘I’m sorry, Papa. I do know really and I’m not unhappy, it’s just that I want to do something. Something exciting.’

Roger called to them. He was crouching over something on the shingle. ‘Here! Come and look. I’ve found a yellow horned poppy!’

Amelia raised her eyebrows and sighed, and was relieved to hear her mother and Ginny, their housekeeper, who had prepared the food and accompanied them, call to them to come and eat.

Later in the day they tramped back along the rough track of the peninsula with their wicker baskets, hampers and blankets towards the carriage which was waiting for them at Kilnsea. Amelia walked at her mother’s side whilst her father carried five-year-old May on his back and Roger still searched along the banks for rare plants or looked into the hedges for birds’ nests.

‘It’s been a nice day, Mama, I’m sorry I was such a crosspatch this morning.’

Her mother looked down at her and then stopped to take a breath and Ginny tutted and took a basket from her, muttering that Mrs Linton shouldn’t be exerting herself or walking so far in her condition. A baby was due in three months’ time, but Emily Linton was strong physically and mentally. Not for her a proper ladylike kind of life; she had been through too  much to let a natural event deter her from being with her family.

Emily Linton looked after the management of the estate with her relative Samuel, who supervised the physical side, but she also drove out in her trap every week to visit the farms and smallholdings and talk over any problems with the tenant farmers. She had built up a respect from the workers on her land and from the neighbouring landowners, though not always from their wives, who tittle-tattled amongst themselves about her past life. But she cared not for their regard, she had the love of her husband Philip and her children and the devotion of her house staff in whose eyes she could do no wrong.

‘You must try to learn patience, Amelia,’ she said gently. ‘We are so lucky with what we have. People are starving all over the country, they have no work and nowhere to live. Think of them next time you are feeling grumpy.’

‘I do try, Mama,’ Amelia sighed. ‘I think perhaps I’m not a very nice person.’

‘You’re a very nice person.’ Her mother took her hand. ‘You’re just growing up, that’s all, and it’s difficult, no matter who you are.’

‘Papa says we can go with him on a voyage when I’m older. Could we go to Australia to see Ralph and Peggy and Uncle Joe and Aunt Meg?’

Her mother laughed. ‘Australia is much too far away. You’ve forgotten about the new baby! I wouldn’t want to take a young baby on such a  long voyage.’ She grew thoughtful, and then added softly, ‘Though there were many who did, and survived.’

‘If I went to Australia I should look for rare plants like Sir Joseph Banks did when he went with Captain Cook.’ Roger cradled a pale blue egg in his hand and showed it to his mother. ‘I only took one,’ he said, ‘there were others.’

‘Sam says you shouldn’t take any,’ his mother admonished him. ‘You know how cross he gets when you steal birds’ eggs.’

‘I shall go on an adventure into the bush when I’m there,’ Amelia broke in, ‘or else go digging for gold. I’ll bring you a nugget back if you like, Ginny,’ she added. ‘Then you’ll have a piece of your own to polish.’

Emily Linton and Ginny exchanged glances and smiled. Only Ginny of all the servants knew the worth of the small rough chunk of brown and yellow mud-like substance which lay on the mantelpiece in the drawing room and which she wiped reverently every morning with a soft cloth.

‘Shall we go soon?’ May piped up from her father’s back, ‘and will it be a big ship like you sail in, Papa?’

‘It would have to be a big ship, May,’ her father said, ‘and no, it won’t be soon. It will be years and years and years, if in fact at all.’

He glanced across at his wife. She badly wanted to see her brother again and his wife, Meg, and their children. But whether she would dare to make the voyage to the other side of  the world, remembering, as she was bound to, the first time she had sailed to Australia, was another matter altogether. But she would have to, if family ties ran strong within her. For her brother could never visit her. In spite of his wealth, Joe was banished from England for ever.


Chapter Three

‘I CAN’T TELL him about his mother,’ Joe Hawkins had said to Ralph Clavell all those years before, as they’d smoked on the veranda. ‘Meg will have to.’

But Meg couldn’t either. She couldn’t bring herself to discuss the matter with her much loved son. So it was never mentioned again, though it hung silently as a shadow between them all. Not until over ten years later, when Ralph had quarrelled with his father about staying out carousing all the night and, as his father said, not doing his fair share of work on the estate.

‘We could afford to get more paid help,’ Ralph grumbled defiantly. His head ached and he would have liked to go back to bed. ‘We don’t have to work all the hours of the day and night! We’re supposed to be rich but what good does it do us?’

Joe grabbed him by his shirt. Meg had said something similar when she’d complained of him never being at home except for meal times  and bed. ‘We’re not born wealthy like those “Exclusives,”’ he said. ‘We’re from working stock! It’s how I was brought up by my da and he by his. It’s in my blood. Where I come from if tha doesn’t work, starvation stares thee in ’face.’

Sometimes, when he was angry, his Yorkshire dialect came to the fore. Ralph could see and hear that he was angry now and he backed off. ‘I’m sorry, Da. I know that’s how it was in the old country. But it’s not like that here. You can afford to take time off. You could take Ma out sometimes. You could visit other places. See something of the country. She’d like that. And I could take over, if only you’d let me.’

Joe stared at him. ‘I couldn’t ever explain to you how it is. There’s a compulsion inside of me that says I have to work.’ His voice dropped. ‘You could never know, never having experienced it, but I have this terrible fear, deep inside of me, that if I don’t work I might lose everything and finish up back in ’gutter.’

‘But you won’t,’ Ralph insisted. ‘You can’t possibly spend all the money you’ve got.’

His father shook his head. ‘I’ve just said! You’d never understand. You’ve never been without. You ask your ma. She’ll tell you ’same.’

‘Your father won’t change,’ his mother said when he spoke to her later. ‘I keep trying to persuade him to take some time off. It was hard in the old days, Ralph. No-one who hasn’t experienced those times could possibly  understand. There were those of us who were so low we were trailing our chins in ‘gutter.’

‘Ma,’ he said in a low voice as the memory of an old insult returned. ‘What did you do to survive? Before you were sent to Australia, I mean?’

He wished he hadn’t asked. He saw the misery and shame on her face before she turned her head away and answered. ‘I never thought I’d have to tell you. I allus hoped that it would stay hidden.’

‘Then don’t!’ He faltered and reached for her hand. ‘It doesn’t matter. I’m sorry!’

‘No!’ She lifted her head and there was a proud, defiant look in her eyes. ‘I’ll tell you. You’re a grown man, it’s time you knew. I wanted to survive and there was onny one way for women like me who had come from nothing. I never knew my father and I went ’same way as my mother. I worked ’streets of Hull, my home town. I was a street woman!’

He felt cold all over and he swallowed hard. So it was true. Edwin Boyle and his father hadn’t been lying all that time ago, but Uncle Ralph had. ‘And – and so, is Da my real father?’ He could hardly bring himself to ask the question. He suddenly felt dirty and vulnerable. ‘Or don’t you know who he was?’ He didn’t mean to sneer but it seemed to him that that was how it must have sounded.

Meg answered slowly. ‘I never wanted you to know, though your father – Joe, he always said  we should tell you. But there never seemed to be a right time.’

‘So he isn’t my father!’ He felt as if he had been punched. I’m a bastard! And I thought I was so grand.

‘No, he isn’t your father.’ She took a deep breath and her eyes filled with tears. ‘And neither am I your mother.’

He was more shocked by the revelation that Meg wasn’t his mother than he was over anything else. This was something quite unexpected and he ran from the room like a child and was physically sick. Meg came after him and cradled his head in her lap and told him that she couldn’t have loved him more even if she had given birth to him. ‘But Peggy is yours,’ he said jealously. ‘I can remember her being born.’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘She is, but we’ve never treated you any different. You were my son, mine from ’very beginning.’

‘But my – real mother! Who was she?’

‘I don’t know,’ she whispered. ‘There was so much confusion on the ship. There was a violent storm one day and we were put below deck. It was dark and we were packed inside ’lower decks so tight there was no air – and she was very sick, your mother, I mean. She had no milk to feed you and she asked me to hold you to try and pacify you. You sucked on my finger.’ She smiled and wiped away a tear. ‘I knew then how it felt to love somebody and I’d never felt it  afore. Then – ’ She hesitated. ‘Later we were let out and brought up on deck. I was still holding you and I couldn’t see her. There were so many women. Then there was a cry of man overboard.’

She put her hand across her mouth and closed her eyes and for a moment she couldn’t speak. When she did her voice was choked. ‘Onny, it wasn’t a man. It was her. It was your mother.’

He felt a cold shiver run through him. ‘Who else knows?’ he asked. ‘Apart from Da, I mean? Does anyone else know who she was?’

She shook her head. ‘We never knew her name – at least, Emily – your aunt Emily and I didn’t. Maybe Philip Linton did, though he never said. He always went along with ’story that you were born to me on ’ship.’

‘He was an officer on board, wasn’t he?’ Ralph blew his nose. He knew the story of his father’s sister Emily, and of how Philip Linton had cleared her name and then taken her back to England where they had married.

‘Yes, he was ’surgeon’s mate, though he should have had a higher rank. Ralph Clavell was ’ship’s surgeon. He delivered you.’

‘So might Uncle Ralph know who she was?’ Suddenly it was important to know her name. Even though she was dead he wanted to know who she was and why she was on a convict ship.

‘He might,’ she agreed. ‘Ask him.’

That afternoon he rode towards the town of Parramatta where his godfather lived. His head was aching, his body felt sluggish and his  legs felt as if they didn’t belong to him. He had consumed a vast quantity of wine the night before, after he and Jack had been turned away from every club they visited as they toured Sydney. They had been turned away, not because they were intoxicated, but because Jack’s skin was the wrong colour and he was the wrong race. And although Jack insisted that he didn’t want to join these clubs anyway, Ralph persisted in trying with unfailing regularity and always with the same result.

‘Mr Hawkins, sir,’ the doormen would patiently say. ‘You are very welcome to join us, but I’m afraid your friend is not.’ They would glance sneeringly at Jack in his expensive European suit, white shirt and cravat, and Ralph would be like a bull at a gate and have to be restrained.

‘You make it worse,’ Jack had said to him last night. ‘Don’t you realize? I must be the best dressed, best educated native in New South Wales, better than those ignorant doormen, so how do you think I feel being turned away every time? I don’t want to join your lousy clubs! Why would I?’ He’d turned and walked away and left Ralph standing there with a grinning doorman whose smile was wiped off his face as Ralph hit him.

‘Don’t come back here.’ The doorman’s voice was muffled as he put a hand over his bleeding nose and shouted after Ralph. ‘I’ll make sure you’re banned from now on.’

‘Keep your damned club,’ Ralph had bellowed belligerently and as he turned the corner he almost bumped into Captain and Mrs Boyle, who, with Phoebe, were on their way to the theatre. He’d made a bow to Mrs Boyle and Phoebe and inclined his head to Captain Boyle who did the same.

‘Where are you off to, Ralph?’ Pheobe was never formal and her father frowned at her. ‘If you’re looking for Jack you’ve just missed him.’ Her eyes sparkled. She knew of their long friendship and she knew also of her father’s dislike of the two young men. ‘Why don’t you join us for coffee after the theatre?’

‘Why yes, do, Mr Hawkins,’ Mrs Boyle agreed. ‘Edwin is joining us later. That would be so nice.’

‘You have forgotten, my dear,’ interrupted Captain Boyle in a tight pompous voice, ‘that we have arranged to meet the Simpkins. We cannot take along other – uninvited guests!’

Mrs Boyle looked confused but Ralph broke in to save her any embarrassment. ‘It’s kind of you, ma’am, but I have made other arrangements for the evening. Perhaps some other time?’

He bowed again and Phoebe smiled wickedly and said, ‘Yes, do call – and bring Jack with you. If he will come!’

He hadn’t been able to find Jack anywhere and so he’d dined and wined alone, and cursed Jack for leaving and thought about how fine a woman Phoebe Boyle was, and did she really mean for him to call on her? It wasn’t the thing  to do, but then Phoebe Boyle wasn’t the sort to follow convention. Her father would have something to say to her for inviting him and an Aborigine to call. And the more wine he drank, the more attractive the controversial Phoebe became.

A woman like her would make a fine wife, he’d deliberated over his glass. She’s beautiful and fashionable. She’d never be boring. She would always have something to say and she would be very happy to have my friends around, no matter what race or colour. I don’t know how I would put up with her father, though, or her brother. His dislike of Edwin Boyle had diminished slightly. They were civil to each other but could never have been friends and he often thought that Edwin avoided his company.

He had drunk a bottle of wine, a glass of ale and two brandies before being politely asked to leave the restaurant, and had walked all the way home. Too intoxicated to mount, his horse had led the way as he’d held him by the reins.

As he rode now towards Parramatta he kept turning his head. He thought he could hear a rustle behind him, there was always the possibility of bushrangers even on this well-trodden track, but he could see no-one. He had almost reached the crossing which dropped down towards the main Sydney-Parramatta road, when a figure jumped out in front of his horse and caught hold of the snaffle. His hair was  dark and curly and he had a scarf covering the bottom half of his face.

‘You idiot, Jack! You scared the living daylights out of me. You might have had me off too,’ Ralph said huffily. ‘You know how temperamental Star is.’

‘Rubbish,’ Jack grinned, pulling off the scarf. ‘He knew I was there all the time. Unlike you who didn’t! I’ve been running alongside you ever since you left home.’

Ralph grunted. He was still mad at Jack for going off and leaving him to drink alone the previous evening. ‘I was concentrating,’ he muttered. ‘I’ve a lot on my mind just now.’

‘So why are you going to Parramatta? Especially at this time of day. Too hot for you white man,’ he parodied in pidgin English.

Ralph dismounted and led the horse to a grassy sheltered area. If he could talk to anyone, he could talk to Jack. ‘Because . . .’ He swallowed. ‘I’ve just had some news. Because I’ve been told that Ma and Da are not my real parents.’ He sat down on the grass and took off his hat and fanned his face. ‘I’m staggered, Jack. I just can’t believe it.’

‘That’s incredible!’ Jack sat down beside him and put his chin in his hands. ‘It’s a shock I suppose, but does it make any difference?’

‘Well of course it makes a difference! I don’t know who I am! I’m not Ralph Hawkins, I’m somebody else!’

‘You look exactly the same to me,’ Jack said  laconically. ‘You look the same as you did when I left you last night, except for having drunk too well. You sound just the same!’

‘But I’m not!’ he replied angrily. ‘I’ve just found out that I’m not who I thought I was. My parents are not my parents. Peggy isn’t my sister. And my real mother was drowned when she fell overboard from the convict ship! I don’t know what to do,’ he said, with desperation in his voice.

‘But you don’t have to do anything,’ Jack said patiently. ‘If your real mother is dead, there is nothing to be done, she has gone to her ancestors. If she’d been alive then you could have gone and looked for her. But as she isn’t – !’

Ralph stared at his friend. ‘I need to know who she was and why she was on a convict ship! I need to know what crime she committed to be sent to Australia.’ He got to his feet. ‘I’m going to Parramatta to see Ralph Clavell. He might know. He might have some answers for me.’

‘Do you want me to come?’ Jack squinted up at him.

Ralph shook his head. ‘No. I want to go alone.’

Jack nodded. ‘I’ll wait here then,’ and as Ralph turned away and remounted, he called after him, ‘I hope I recognize you when you come back!’

I should have known better than to tell him, Ralph pondered as he rode towards Clavell’s  house. It won’t seem important to him. The Aborigines swap wives and sisters and they look after each other’s children, or at least they used to before the missionaries converted them, and they seem to be no worse for it. Jack’s extended family lived around Benne’s land. They drifted in and built their bark mia-mias or shelters where they stayed for a while before moving off to explore the dubious joys of Sydney.

Times were changing fast for the native Australians. They no longer hunted for their food as their ancestors did, but were encouraged to give up their nomadic existence and work as labourers in exchange for food, shelter and clothing. They were being influenced by a civilization which covered their innocent nakedness, provided them with Christian beliefs and gave them alcohol which dulled their senses. They were being wiped out by despair at the loss of their land and the diseases which the conquering authority had brought with them.

‘You’ve ridden in this heat? You’re out of your senses, young man.’ Clavell had just woken from an afternoon sleep. ‘Have you fallen out with your father again?’

Ralph grinned sheepishly. ‘Not exactly, though he thinks I don’t do enough work around the farm.’

‘Well, you probably don’t. Not many young men do, especially not rich young men like you. If you’d been poor you’d have had to work a lot harder.’

‘Yes, sir,’ he replied, anticipating yet another lecture. ‘So my father says.’

‘Ah!’ Clavell rang a bell and asked a maid to bring some iced lemonade. ‘So you have had a few words?’

‘Yes, but that’s not why I’m here, sir.’ He sat down in a cane chair and stretched his long legs. ‘I’ve come to ask you a question.’

‘Yes?’

‘About my mother.’

‘Can’t you ask her?’ Clavell’s eyes narrowed and his thick grey eyebrows beetled together.

‘About my real mother.’

‘Ah,’ he said again. ‘Has someone been saying something?’

Ralph nodded. ‘Ma told me. She told me this morning that she wasn’t my real mother.’ He felt his eyes prickle. Damn! I hope I’m not going to make a fool of myself again.

‘She is your real mother!’ Clavell barked at him. ‘You wouldn’t find a better mother than Meg. What you mean is that she isn’t your natural mother. The one who gave birth to you!’

‘Yes, sir,’ he agreed meekly. ‘That’s what I meant.’

‘All over the world there are women bringing up children that they didn’t give birth to,’ Clavell continued in the same harsh tone. ‘It doesn’t mean they’re not making a good job of it. It’s the easiest thing on earth to conceive a child, far harder to bring one up!’

Ralph remained silent. Better to let him rant  on for a while, then he could ask him the question.

‘So I suppose you want to ask me if I knew who she was?’ Clavell said at length. ‘I delivered you, you know. That’s why you were given my name.’

Ralph nodded. ‘Yes, Ma said – that you’d delivered me on board ship, and that, that my – natural mother had drowned.’ He hesitated, then said in a low voice, ‘I would like to know who she was and why she was on board a convict ship.’

Clavell stared him in the face. ‘And then I suppose you’ll want to be off on a wild goose chase to England to find your other family?’

Ralph stared back at him. ‘My other family?’ That hadn’t crossed his mind. But yes! There must be people in England who were related to him. Blood relations. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘That’s exactly what I would like to do!’


Chapter Four

‘HER NAME WAS Scott.’ Clavell poured two glasses of lemonade and handed one to Ralph. ‘Rose Elizabeth Scott. I checked the lists after we had landed and I particularly remembered her name because Scott was also my grandmother’s name.’ He took a deep drink, and then added, ‘She came from York. At least, she was sent from York County Gaol.’

Ralph licked his lips. ‘And – did it say on the list why she had been transported?’

Clavell nodded. ‘It did.’ He took another drink. ‘Are you sure you want to know all of this? It’s finished, you know. It was another lifetime.’

‘I have to know,’ Ralph replied. ‘I can’t just leave it now that I’ve started.’

‘I suppose not.’ Clavell looked at him. ‘But be careful how you handle this. Don’t hurt Meg. She’s loved you as a mother loves a son, and Joe has brought you up as his own.’

‘I won’t, sir. It won’t affect my feelings for them. But I would like to know.’

‘It said on her file – attempted murder. She was sentenced to ten years’ transportation. Of course what that really meant was a lifetime’s banishment. Women never went back. Well, hardly ever,’ Clavell gave a small smile, ‘except in exceptional circumstances, such as your aunt Emily’s.’

Ralph sat stunned. This was worse than he had anticipated. He thought it would have been a crime of stealing, but nothing more than that. Of all the young people he knew who were the sons and daughters of convicts – ‘currency lads and lasses’ they were called if they had been born in Australia – none of their parents had committed worse than theft. And all, they protested, had been innocent of the charges brought against them.

But attempted murder! That was a real crime, especially for a woman! Far worse than becoming a street woman in order to eat. The lemonade fizzed inside him and he felt sick. Had she been wicked, then, to commit such a crime?

‘She seemed a pleasant young woman,’ Clavell was saying. ‘Gentle, quietly spoken. Not high born, you know, but from good stock I would imagine.’ He paused momentarily. ‘She obviously couldn’t cope with what was in front of her. The voyage was bad enough, especially for a pregnant woman, but she would have needed to be strong to withstand the rigours of Parramatta Female Gaol, which is where she would have gone if she couldn’t find a place as housekeeper;  and she would have had to give up her child.’

He glanced at Ralph. ‘Your mother – Meg, she was strong. She organized the women on the ship; she was the one who complained about the conditions or asked for extra rations and blankets, and I expect your mother saw that and that’s why she handed you over to her. She must have known you’d be safe with her.’

‘What are you saying, sir?’ Ralph was bewildered. ‘Are you saying she deliberately gave me up?’

‘I’m only guessing of course, I didn’t know what was going on in that hellhole below decks. But she handed you over to Meg and then when they came up on deck—’ He hesitated. ‘You said you wanted to know, so I’m telling you. She didn’t fall overboard. She jumped. She committed suicide.’

Ma didn’t tell me that. Ralph sat quietly, just staring into space. She only said that the woman who was my mother had drowned; she was trying to protect me from that knowledge. A warmth spread over him and he knew that he must comfort her, tell her that it didn’t matter that she hadn’t given birth to him. She was his mother in every other sense.

Yet he felt sad that a woman should be so desperate as to take her own life. Rose Elizabeth Scott. What had driven her to that final act? Was it guilt? Who had she tried to kill? Who had been his father and where was he? Was he dead or still living in England?

His mind was full of confused thoughts and imaginings as he rode out of Parramatta towards home and he was startled as Jack rose up in front of him from his same position on the ground where he had left him.

‘Did you find out about your mother?’ Jack loped alongside him.

‘I found out more than I wanted to know,’ he said morosely. ‘I found out her name – ’

Jack put up both hands and protested. ‘Aborigine custom forbids the mentioning of dead people’s names!’

‘But you don’t follow native custom,’ Ralph argued, ‘except when you used to go walkabout and miss your school lessons!’

‘Sometimes I do,’ Jack retaliated.

‘All right, I won’t mention her name to you. But I can tell you that she came from the same part of northern England as my parents did.’

‘So they must have known of her or her family! I’ve seen a map of England. It’s a very small place.’

Ralph shook his head. ‘I don’t think so. It might be small compared to Australia but it’s full of people.’

Jack sighed. ‘Yes. That’s why they sent so many here and turned my people out.’

‘I think I shall go to England, Jack. To try to find out what happened.’

‘You can’t change anything. You have only known Meg and Joe as your parents.’

‘I need to know,’ he said. ‘You know about  your ancestors. You can trace your family back since – what is it? Since Dream Time?’

Jack nodded. ‘Since Dream Time. But those are our ancestral spirits who were there when the world began.’ He was silent for a while as he ran by Ralph’s side. Then he said, ‘Yes. I can see it is important to you. Come with me tonight. We’ll find a quiet place where you can think.’

The supper Ralph shared with his parents and Peggy that night was eaten under a strained attempt at normality. Peggy had been crying, her eyes were red-rimmed and she kept sniffing into a handkerchief; his mother was pale-faced and his father ate hurriedly, saying there were dingoes about so he would have to go out again.

‘I’ll come with you, Da,’ Ralph offered, but his father refused, saying that Benne and some of the hired boys were going with him.

‘Stay with your ma,’ he said gruffly. ‘Don’t go raking around Sydney. She could do wi’ some company.’

‘I’m all right, Ralph,’ his mother said after his father had picked up his rifle and gone out. ‘You don’t have to stay. You could have gone instead of your father.’

‘He won’t take time off, Ma. You know that. I could manage the sheep station, I know how, but he won’t let me. He has to do it all himself!’

‘It makes him feel good.’ Meg smiled. ‘He’s so proud of what he’s achieved.’

Ralph wasn’t convinced and a sudden thought occurred to him. ‘Are you sure it’s not because  I’m not his real son? If Peggy had been a boy instead of a girl would she be allowed to take charge?’

‘That’s a dreadful thing to say.’ His mother was angry and rose from the table. ‘You’ve both always been treated ’same!’

‘But there can’t be many farmers in this country who share the land and stock between their sons and daughters!’ he insisted. ‘Everybody I know, the sons get the farm and the daughters get a dowry!’

‘Peggy might not want to get married,’ his mother said sharply, ‘and if she didn’t then she would always be dependent on you to take care of her. Your da doesn’t want that. He wants her to be independent and so do I!’

Ralph excused himself and got up from the table. He was behaving abominably, he knew, but he couldn’t help himself. He was so very confused. ‘I’m going out,’ he said brusquely. ‘I’ll see you in the morning.’

‘Don’t get drunk!’ his mother called after him as he went through the door. ‘That’s how trouble starts!’

He came back and planted a kiss on her forehead. ‘I won’t,’ he said softly. ‘I’m not going into Sydney. I’m going walkabout with Jack.’

He took a blanket, which he put over one shoulder and secured with a belt around his waist; he wore his oldest trousers and thick shirt and carried a stout stick. He had sturdy boots on his feet, whilst Jack was barefoot and carried no  blanket but had draped a strip of wide cotton cloth around his bare chest which partly covered his cut-down trousers and bare legs. He too carried a stick.

‘Where are we going?’ Ralph asked as they strode out away from the farm and towards the hills.

‘Who knows?’ Jack replied. ‘We’ll go where our feet and dreams take us.’

Dusk was settling as they climbed and although the civilization of Sydney with newly built stone houses and white cottages was encroaching upon the hills above the harbour, it hadn’t yet reached the bush high above Creek Farm. As he looked down, Ralph could see the grazing flocks of sheep belonging to his father and Jack’s father, Benne. They could hear the occasional shot of rifle fire which told them of the crusade against the wild dog of Australia, the dingo.

Up here on this higher ground the hazy blur of the distant Blue Mountains made them seem approachable. They could hear the incessant croak of cicadas and the cacophony of birdsong all around them, the raucous cry of the cockatoo and parrot and the squeak and rustle of nocturnal animals coming out for their nightly forage. As they walked, they disturbed sleeping lizards and reptiles, their feet crackling on the carpet of dry grey leaves of the eucalyptus and gum trees which swayed above them.

‘Here,’ Jack said after two hours’ walking,  when with Ralph stumbling in the gloom and relying on his stick to probe the rough ground, they came to a small clearing, a grassy area surrounded by sweet-smelling bushes and ferns. A faint light from the sky showed through the grey-barked, ever-present eucalyptus trees, which rustled their top branches in the evening air. Jack looked around him. In the gathering darkness he seemed to have become more native than when they had set out. ‘This will do.’

Ralph sat down with some relief. It had been a hard climb, even though he thought himself to be fit. Jack searched around amongst the trees until he found what he was looking for: an old tree with its grey bark hanging off in strips. He sought for a foothold in its trunk and, reaching as high as he could and taking a loose edge of the bark, he tore it until it hung down in sheets. Then he moved out of the clearing and Ralph lost sight of him for a few minutes until he reappeared dragging a thin branch from a sapling and two forked branches from a larger tree.

Ralph started to get to his feet to help him. ‘No. I’ll do it,’ Jack insisted. ‘I shall forget the knowledge like so many of my people have done. We are becoming lazy and getting used to walls and windows. We shall forget our ancestry, those of us who are left.’

Ralph sat down again. He understood Jack’s needs. They had known each other since childhood. Their parents had been friends ever  since Benne had brought his new wife Daisy, pregnant with Jack, to meet Meg and Joe. Daisy had lived all of her life in a stone house. Her white father had thought that he was doing the right thing by bringing her up in the European manner, although her Aborigine mother had taught her the ways of her forebears. Daisy had taken favourably to Meg, who treated her as an equal, and when she gave birth to Jack the two women had called their sons brothers.

Now Jack was attempting for a few short hours to live as the Aborigines had once done: to walk upon his own territorial land which was his by right, or so his father had told him, as he in turn had been told by his father and grandfather. He had come to commune with his spiritual ancestors in whom, in his role as part white man, he only half believed.

He placed the forked branches together and held them fast by the branch of the sapling, then draped the torn sheets of bark over them to make a rough shelter. ‘You will need your blanket in the mia-mia, white man,’ he grinned, his teeth showing white in his face, and he took off his own cotton cloth and threw it on the ground.

Suddenly he sprang into the middle of the clearing and with his feet apart he adopted a confrontational stance, his arms held wide, his hands held low and his fingers stretched in a challenge.

Ralph pulled off his boots and jumped to his  feet and, pulling his shirt over his head, threw it on the ground next to Jack’s discarded garment. He stood opposite Jack and he too lifted his arms but with his hands held high in a passive manner.

Jack took two steps forward and bending towards him grabbed Ralph about his lower hips. They stayed locked as Ralph stood perfectly still, offering no resistance, his arms still held high, until he felt himself being lifted up and thrown into the clearing where he landed on both feet. ‘Huh,’ he grunted and now he took the confrontational stance whilst Jack took the passive.

Jack’s body was firm and muscular and Ralph had difficulty in gaining a grip around him but he did and with a great effort swung Jack off his feet and threw him as he had been thrown, into the middle of the clearing, where he dropped lightly on his feet.

Now it was Jack’s turn again and Ralph forced his strength down into his legs and feet, making himself heavy so that he was awkward to lift, but Jack’s strength was phenomenal and once more Ralph felt himself lifted and thrown.
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